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ABSTRACT 
 The secret Facebook group ////sads only/// was formed in October 2015 to provide 
a safe space for women and trans and nonbinary people to express their emotions, a sort 
of digital support group. Members can post individually about things happening in their 
lives, comment on other members’ posts with advice or support, and contribute to 
discussion threads. Common subject matters include mental health, relationships, 
sexuality, gender identity, friendships, careers, family, art, education, and body image. 
The group’s location on Facebook adds to its utility – it can be an alternative site of 
community-making and communication, away from the often toxic, triggering, or just 
plain negative posts that clog up social media news feeds and the unsolicited comments 
that get appended. The group is informed by principles of affect theory, and in particular, 
sad girl theory, which was developed by the artist Audrey Wollen. She suggests that 
femme sadness is a site of power and not just vulnerability. In her view, sadness isn’t 
passive existence, but instead, an act of resistance. Specifically, it uses the body in a way 
that is crucial to many definitions of activism, incorporating the violence of revolution, 
protest, and struggle that has historically been gendered as male. This thesis examines the 
history and future directions of the ///sads only/// group as well as its theoretical 
underpinnings and the implications of its intervention, considering such perspectives as 
cultural studies, gender performance, identity formation, digital citizenship, mental 
health, and feminist activism. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Sadness has historically been gendered as feminine, often with a negative 
connotation. Sad women were seen as hysterical and irrational, incapable of thinking or 
acting for themselves. Or they were weak, ruled by their hormones and emotions rather 
than logic and reason. Sadness was read by men on the bodies of women, rather than 
being an emotion women chose to express. Sad women were the apparitions in the 
wallpaper or those lying in bed beholding it, the Ophelias drowning after being driven 
mad by love, the five virginal Lisbon sisters killing themselves off. But in the 2010s, a 
shift in society’s view of this emotion began to arise. Sad girl theory — developed by the 
artist Audrey Wollen and popularized in the cultural productions of singers like Lana del 
Rey and Mitski, writers like Rupi Kaur and Phoebe Waller-Bridge, and ordinary girls the 
world over reblogging gifs on Tumblr — re-interpreted femme sadness as a site of power, 
rather than weakness, an act of resistance, rather than passive existence. Wollen claims 
that women who express sadness do so deliberately and violently in response to the 
cisheteropatriarchal forces that wield power over them. Much as sadness is often 
gendered as feminine, violence is often gendered as male. Sad girl theory resists that 
categorization by placing the sad girls of today within a lineage of sad women from 
throughout history, linked by their usage of sadness to violently resist the confines of 
gender norms. Thus, sad girl theory builds on aspects of affect theory to propose a 
concept of sadness as activism making legible and loud the pain women feel, the 
suffering they have been told to minimize for so long. Sad girl theory connects the worlds 
of academic theory, artistic practice, activist tactics, and average life to unite women of 
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diverse backgrounds in reclaiming their sadness and amplifying that of the women 
around them. 
 One site of emotional resistance stemming from sad girl theory is a Facebook 
group called ///sads only/// that was formed four years ago. The group operates much like 
a group therapy meeting or a second-wave feminist consciousness-raising group, only it 
is located virtually. It exists as an online safe space for women, trans people, and 
nonbinary people to express, discuss, and process their emotions and life experiences 
away from the judgments of society and cis men, in particular. The group is “secret,” 
which means its content is only visible to its approximately 300 members, whose requests 
to join have to be approved by the group’s moderators. All members agree to a set of 
norms that include confidentiality, respect, and compassion as their core tenets. These 
values help to cultivate a safe space environment in which people can seek and share 
advice, experience a sense of community, heal from trauma, cope with mental illness, and 
cry openly. Common subject matters include health, relationships, sexuality, gender 
identity, friendships, careers, family, art, education, and body image. The group’s 
founders, who along with two other members also function as its moderators, drew 
directly from Wollen’s work and sad girl theory in developing the group.  
As one of those founders, I am uniquely qualified to discuss the group as a site of 
affect theory in action. I have a full understanding of the history of the group, including 
its development, core values, membership, and struggles. My role as a moderator requires 
me to read every post made in the group, offering complete familiarity with the 
knowledge produced by the group’s members in the form of discussion threads, shared 
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memes, selfies, posts seeking advice, comments offering sympathy, and much more. The 
confidential, personal, and private nature of the group’s content makes it inaccessible to 
outside researchers. Many of the group’s members would likely be reluctant to discuss 
their role in the group, as well. However, my own personal usage of the group provides a 
range of examples for how the other members engage with its content. As such, I occupy 
a series of dual roles as both researcher and research subject, moderator and contributor, 
academic and activist, outsider and insider. My auto-ethnographic work, coupled with 
quantitative data about the demographics of the group (derived from the members’ 
Facebook profiles and an informal survey responded to by one-sixth of the membership) 
and qualitative statements about the group’s strengths and weaknesses, allows for an 
analysis of how the group mobilizes affect theory and sad girl theory. Through my 
discussion, the ///sads only/// group emerges as an example of feminist activism in the 
digital age that inherently supports the mental health and emotional wellbeing of those 
fighting for its cause. 
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GROUP HISTORY 
On October 20, 2015, I and three friends (Molly Bilker, Hattie Hayes, and Alex 
Scoville) created a Facebook group for women and trans and nonbinary people called 
///sad girls only/// (later rechristened ///sads only///, the name by which I refer to it 
throughout this document). We were all students in the journalism school and honors 
college at Arizona State University, and we were all involved in various aspects of the 
arts community (particularly creative writing) on campus and in the surrounding 
downtown Phoenix area. The group was born on the back of Audrey Woolen’s sad girl 
theory, with which we four co-founders were enamored, but we also didn’t have much to 
go on: A couple interviews in art blogs, a piece in a British fashion magazine, a few 
tweets. I hadn’t yet encountered affect theory in my women’s studies classes, and the 
appeal of sad girl theory was mostly aesthetic. The full power of its activist potential had 
yet to become known to us, much as we had no idea how far the Facebook group would 
grow and spread.  
 The pre-history of ///sads only/// is murky at best, consisting of in-person 
conversations whose exact details escaped memory and one-on-one Facebook messages 
and texts now buried behind years’ worth of other discussions, ramblings, screenshots, 
and memes. As such, what I remember likely differs from what each of my other co-
founders remembers, and all of that likely differs from what the early members of the 
group remember. What matters is the broad strokes of how this idea built up steam in all 
of our minds, and what we managed to do with it once the group was created. From that 
point on, nearly everything is thoroughly documented in group Facebook messages 
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between the moderators and in announcements and posts in the Facebook group itself. 
What follows is my recollection of the early days, bolstered by paraphrases (for the sake 
of confidentiality and clarity) documenting the history of the group once it formed.  
 
Origins 
 Molly had spoken to each of us individually about the idea of sad girl theory since 
she stumbled across it in a November 12, 2014, article on the website of i-D, a British 
fashion and art magazine currently owned by Vice Media. We didn’t know where sad girl 
theory came from — the article talked about it as an already-existing idea, not a new 
concept — but it was clearly the creation of Los Angeles-based artist Audrey Wollen, 
whom we also had never heard of before. Wollen seemed akin to us, though — 
precocious, passionate, rabble-rousing, attention-seeking, and, of course, sad. We each 
latched on to sad girl theory and what little we knew of Wollen like heat-seeking 
missiles, desperate for anything that helped us better understand each other and ourselves, 
desperate for an outlet for expression, desperate for validation, and, I may have 
mentioned, desperately sad. Our sadness was multi-faceted, too: In all our cases, there 
was a sturdy foundation of mental illness, both chronic and triggered by our current 
circumstances, but there was also the ordinary feeling itself, with sides of added stress 
from our social locations and a shared deeper melancholy about being femme (or femme-
adjacent, or once-upon-a-time-femme, or often-mistaken-for-femme) in a world driven 
by cisheteropatriarchy and rampant sexism. That latter existential dread – and the desire 
to resist it in some way – is the undercurrent of sad girl theory. 
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 At some point, our one-on-one conversations about sad girl theory materialized 
into a group message on Facebook between the four of us on October 20, 2015. After 
approximately two-dozen messages, Hattie named the group chat ///sad///. Little did we 
know, those expressive slashes would end up being iconic. Hattie began by asking if we 
should actually make a sad girls Facebook group. We all chimed in with varying 
messages of support and agreement along with expressions of our own sadness.  
The group chat continued with discussions of which of our friends were sad 
enough to merit invitations to the group. We didn’t want to be exclusionary, but an 
unspoken concern was that inviting someone who didn’t quite understand or relate to the 
sadness that we were trying to make legible would end up further alienating us. Sad girl 
theory was, and still is, a tricky concept to articulate to someone unfamiliar with it, and 
we wanted to proceed with caution. However, we would eventually realize that any and 
all of our friends were good candidates for membership in the Facebook group. Sadness 
is in many ways universal, and just because we couldn’t recognize the sadness in each 
other didn’t mean it wasn’t there. There was one criterion on which we stood firm, 
though. Our early considerations included the names of a couple male-identified friends 
whom we regarded as being particularly sad. We quickly decided that the group was 
better without their presence, in large part because the saddest boys we knew were our 
ex-boyfriends, and we wanted a space away from them. So, we all rousingly agreed that 
no (cis) boys were allowed, though in communicating this rule publicly, we tried to use 
language that was inclusive rather than exclusive, talking about who might be welcome in 
the group and extending an invite to anyone who felt the digital space might be for them. 
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We considered the group open to anyone who had lived a portion of their life as a woman 
in their own eyes or in the eyes of the world. The last thing we considered at that point 
was whether the group was limited to our location (then Phoenix, Arizona). We didn’t see 
a need for that limitation, though, on account of its digital roots, and some of us were 
eager to add friends who lived out of state. 
 
Digital Communication 
We never discussed locating ///sads only/// anywhere but on Facebook. It was the 
platform we all used every day to communicate with each other and it was where we had 
the infrastructure to form the digital support community we were envisioning. We each 
were members in at least a dozen other Facebook groups that were used to manage 
everything from the journalism publications we worked for to the residential 
communities we lived in at the university and from family reunions to regular game 
nights with friends. Facebook groups worked like the discussion boards and chat rooms 
we grew up frequenting, and because nearly everyone we knew had a Facebook account, 
they offered an easy way to access information in one place and engage in semi-public 
discussions, just as we were accustomed to. 
Because the group lived on Facebook, our external communication with each 
other lived there, too. We began with that ///sad/// group chat (essentially an instant 
message conversation between four people), but also ultimately developed two others, 
“Pity Party Planning Committee” and “sadmins.” Facebook group chats let us discuss 
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ideas and issues in real time, despite living in five different cities and three different 
states, while referencing the contents of the group. Moderators can respond to messages 
at their convenience, but if several of us are online at the same time, we can mimic an 
analog conversation with each person taking turns listening, asking questions, and 
offering suggestions. We can also punctuate our messages with emoji, gifs, and links 
where appropriate, as well as screenshots from the group or of other messages sent 
between us and various group members. When we had to communicate with individual 
members of the group, such as to remind someone to add trigger warnings to a post or to 
discuss an anonymous complaint, we also frequently used Facebook messages. One 
moderator could start a separate group chat with the person or persons involved and even 
include a second moderator for backup, if needed. Much like the data from within its 
groups, Facebook stores instant message conversations indefinitely, so we always have a 
record of what was said and when in case we need to refer back to it, or even just to 
remind ourselves of ideas we had. 
Those three moderator group chats were used mostly for conversations about 
conflicts in the group or sadness-related matters that we wanted to share with similarly 
minded friends, but not the entire ///sads only/// group. We also discussed various non-
virtual manifestations of the Facebook group, including the zine we would ultimately 
create and publish, and tried to plan for the then-four of us to meet up in person. Only 
two of the group chats were ever active at the same time, and based on their names, each 
had its own overarching purpose. That led them to have slightly different compositions, 
as well: The last two moderators to be added to our team weren’t originally a part of 
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working on the zine, for example, and at least one of the moderation-focused chats 
predated their promotion to those roles (though it is easy to simply add a new person to 
an ongoing chat conversation on Facebook).  
 
Privacy Settings 
 The biggest changes to the group over the past four years have been in the form of 
its fluctuating privacy settings. The group began as a “secret” group, which meant that 
only current members could see posts within the group, the list of group members, and 
the list of moderators. Current members were also the only people who could search for 
the group. Both current and former members could see the group name and description. 
This was the tightest privacy level. Those settings provided members with the most 
confidentiality, privacy, and security and minimized the work we moderators needed to 
do to approve new requests to join the group (simply by limiting the amount of requests 
coming in). About a year after the group was formed, we discussed changing the privacy 
setting from secret to closed, which would have allowed anyone with a Facebook account 
to search for the group by name and request to join it. Under this setting, anyone could 
see the group name, description, and list of moderators, but the content of the posts and 
list of group members would have remained invisible to non-members. (There is also a 
public setting in which all information is visible to either everyone with a Facebook 
account or literally everyone, but we never considered using that for the group. And this 
is further complicated by the existence of other related options such as member approval 
and content approval settings.) 
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The impetus for potentially changing the privacy setting to closed was that we 
were advertising the Facebook group in the zine we created, hoping to build a wider 
network of sad people across the country, potentially. Molly expressed concerns about 
this change and our ability to vet potential members. Alex reassured us that we’d still 
have to approve new members and that we could warn or even remove anyone who did 
prove to be disruptive, giving us total control. We agreed that a strength of the group was 
the opportunities to make new friends and connect with people we didn’t know in real 
life yet who shared some of our life experiences. However, we also worried about how to 
handle potential infighting or whether hypothetically removing someone from the group 
would damage its image as a supportive community. We eventually agreed to change the 
privacy setting to closed, and implemented that change a few months later.  
The next month, we noticed that the requests to join the group that seemed to be 
spam had significantly increased since changing the group’s status to closed. We 
discussed how best to handle this issue, because we’d all begun to ignore any request to 
join the group not originating from someone with friends in common with one of us. We 
were reluctant to decline people out of a sense of duty and our ethics of inclusion, but 
also didn’t want to struggle with the workload of screening all the requests to join the 
group and monitoring requests we’d accepted that still could have come from a fake or 
troll profile. Molly proposed a detailed strategy for handling the onslaught of requests to 
join the group. This boiled down to only accepting requests from friends of friends or 
people who also sent us a message, and erring on the side of rejecting any request we 
found suspect.  
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That strategy worked for a while, but we continued to play with the privacy 
settings of the group, letting it be open for people who weren’t members to discover 
(while always keeping secret the posts within the group), letting people request to join, 
letting members add their friends. However, we still had issues determining which 
requests to accept as soon as a few months later, and those issues persist today (though 
they are usually resolved by messaging the person requesting membership or the member 
attempting to add their friend). In May 2017, we settled back on the status of secret 
group. Current members of the group could add people, but only moderators could 
approve those new members. This vetting system hampered the group’s reach a little bit, 
but we reasoned that only people who already knew a member of the group would 
understand what it was about before joining.  
 
Group Name 
 The other major change the group has weathered was to its name. The group 
began under the name ///sad girls only///, deriving directly from sad girl theory. We took 
care from the beginning to consider who the group was open to and tried to offer an 
inclusive description, rather than an exclusive one (though, in retrospect, the original 
gendered name clearly made some people feel unwelcome). We wanted the group to be a 
space that included trans women, trans men who still identified with some element of the 
femme experience, nonbinary people, and people of other gender identities such as 
agender, bigender, genderfluid, genderqueer, genderfuck, or two-spirit. It was difficult to 
express this without reinforcing the gender binary, especially given the heavily gendered 
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roots of sad girl theory. Most of the group’s members who are not cis women specifically 
confirmed with a group moderator that they were welcome in the group and/or that it 
would be the right fit for them before requesting to join the group or accepting an 
invitation to do so. I, as the sole moderator who isn’t cis, tried to reaffirm to others that 
the group was open to people of a variety of identities. One way I did this was by 
periodically starting discussion threads for members to share their pronouns or further 
reflect on their gender identity. I also deliberately sought out other trans and nonbinary 
friends to invite them to join the group. 
 After several discussions about the gendered name, we finally decided to change 
it in April 2017. A member made a post about coming out to themselves as trans and 
considering the implications of that realization and decision on their relationship and 
other aspects of their life. They briefly wondered whether they would still be welcome in 
the group if they transitioned to being a man, as they hoped to do. I immediately 
commented on the post reassuring them that they’d always be welcome in the group if 
they felt it was relevant to their lives, even if they no longer identified as a girl. I then 
discussed changing the name of the group with the other moderators, who agreed that the 
time had come to shed our gendered-language heritage. We told the group our intentions 
and solicited feedback on potential new names, emphasizing that we most wanted to hear 
from people who were trans and/or nonbinary and from people who felt that the original 
name of the group didn’t fit them. The top two suggestions were ///sad pals only/// and 
///sads only///, and after a vote, we decided to go with the latter option, which is still the 
name in use today. On November 26, 2017, we updated the language throughout the 
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group description and list of norms, using the phrase “sad pals” from the other name 
suggestion at any point where we’d previously said “sad girls.”  
 
Group Evolution 
 Almost from the beginning, we considered other manifestations of the sad 
community outside the digital space of the Facebook group. The one that was the most 
successful was a zine that we moderators called Pity Party. The first issue was printed in 
June 2016 and consisted of poems, short stories, and drawings from the moderators and 
our friends, loosely related to the theme of sadness. Contributors received free copies and 
we sold directly to our friends, but the zine was also available in person and online from 
the local zine shop, Wasted Ink Zine Distro, whose owner was a member of the ///sads 
only/// group. The second issue of the zine six months later was collages of anonymized 
content from the group (which all the contributors granted permission for us to use). Two 
months after that, we produced the third issue in partnership with a local production of 
The Vagina Monologues. This one comprised essays written by the people the original 
The Vagina Monologues largely excluded — especially trans women, but also women of 
color and queer women. All proceeds from the sales of that issue were donated to Trans 
Queer Pueblo, a local organization of LGBTQ migrants of color that fights for justice in 
the community. The fourth issue of the zine is slated for release by the end of 2019 and is 
currently being compiled, edited, and designed by the moderators, who all agreed to take 
on various tasks related to producing the zines. 
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Around the time that we promoted two of the group’s members to be moderators 
along with us founders, we began to delineate what the moderators’ responsibilities 
should be. We all agreed that we strived to read every post in the group, comment on 
posts that we had personal insight on or that hadn’t received any comments yet, and 
communicate with each other regarding potential issues that might have come to our 
attention. As the group expanded, the goal of reading every post became less attainable, 
and we also began to comment less frequently as the group members felt encouraged to 
interact more with each other. We have begun work to “deputize” select members to 
voluntarily serve as moderators under the guidance of a couple of us for three months at a 
time. We hope this relieves some of the pressure on our shoulders to be active in the 
group 24/7 while also encouraging other members to be more engaged and share their 
perspectives more often. More moderators are useful as the group continues to expand, 
especially moderators who are located in different time zones or who have different 
personal schedules (to ensure that all posts are seen and responded to promptly regardless 
of when they are made).  
On November 21, 2016, the Facebook group reached 100 members, a milestone 
I’m sure one of us acknowledged with a sentimental post in the group. That’s the first and 
only membership milestone I recall us drawing attention to, though. Two hundred 
members came and went without anyone noticing. The group approached 300 at the end 
of 2018 but fell just short, and has since lost a net of about 10 members (new members 
have been added in that time period, suggesting that more than 10 have left, but former 
members have also returned or potentially even left and returned).    
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
Consciousness-raising Groups 
The concept of sad girl theory — situated as it is within the art world and activism 
and within the disciplines of affect theory and cultural studies — helps to bridge the gap 
between scholarly affect theory and more down-to-earth views of emotionality. In doing 
so, it echoes one of the rallying cries of the second wave of the feminist movement, that 
“the personal is political.” The slogan has varying interpretations and no definitive 
original source, but it was popularized by an essay under that title written by Carol 
Hanisch in 1969 and published in 1970 in Notes from the Second Year: Women’s 
Liberation. Hanisch notes that the ideas underpinning her claims in the essay were 
developed collectively and cooperatively by specific groups within the women’s 
movement, an idea I seek to emulate in my discussions of the knowledge produced by the 
///sads only/// group. Hanisch also clarifies that she did not give the essay its title, nor 
does the phrase appear in exactly that phrasing within her essay. Still, her argument that 
personal, individual interactions are shaped by power dynamics remains relevant today. 
Every personal encounter has political consequences, and the injustices that women 
experience are not unique to them — they are linked to one another and to the structures 
of power that undergird society. Hanisch rebutted the common critique of the time that 
consciousness-raising groups were self-centered and just therapy, rather than concerned 
with the broader feminist movement.  
The events of women’s lives are always already affected by their position as 
women in a patriarchal, cisheterosexist society. What happens to one woman is shared by 
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many and is never solely the result of her individual circumstances alone. Additionally, 
the seemingly personal events of women’s lives provide sites for possible resistance, 
opportunities not only to recognize the presence of power but also to challenge its effects. 
In many ways, the ///sads only/// group is a contemporary consciousness-raising group — 
a group of women (cis and trans) and other femme-adjacent folks (nonbinary people, 
trans men, etc.) gathered together to share information from their lives and to discuss 
current events, all centered around what can broadly be termed women’s issues. Hanisch 
and others pushed back against the critique of consciousness-raising groups as simply 
being group therapy (and in fact echoed the anti-therapy viewpoints of those they were 
critiquing) and not a more-valid form of feminist activism. I argue that ///sads only/// 
exists simultaneously as both. Women have long been culturally linked to mental illness 
(especially suicide; e.g., Hamlet, The Virgin Suicides, Thirteen Reasons Why) as much as 
their mental health symptoms have been dismissed as being a condition of their 
womanhood (Preston; Tasca et al.; Ussher). Thus, a space in which to discuss and 
analyze emotions is a perfect tool for resistance and survival. It offers an opportunity for 
healing while also remaining focused on what comes next. The group’s role as a form of 
collective healing doesn’t diminish its value or power as a form of activism, unlike 
modes of protest and resistance that require physical confrontation or personal risk. The 
group is a jumping-off point for members to get involved in various causes in their 
communities, but it’s also a site of resistance on its own, one potentially more accessible 
to people left behind by traditional activism, such as disabled people, or those too often 
excluded from institutionalized feminist organizations, like trans women. 
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 The structure of the “so-called therapy groups” that Hanisch experienced and 
discussed closely resemble the content and format of the ///sads only/// group. She writes 
about attendees taking turns introducing a discussion question on which the other 
attendees go around the room sharing their opinions and personal experiences, finding 
common ground or offering new perspectives. Interestingly, Hanisch herself does not feel 
comfortable sharing personal problems in these settings. She has “been pressured to be 
strong, selfless, other-oriented, sacrificing, and in general pretty much in control of my 
own life. To admit to the problems in my life is to be deemed weak” (Hanisch). Though I 
view choosing not to share personal issues to be an equally valid form of membership 
and participation — one that is also enacted by many of the members of ///sads only/// — 
it is disappointing that she felt pressure to put on a certain appearance at these meetings. 
Nevertheless, she seems to resist some of these impulses and notes the power behind 
saying “what I really believe about my life instead of what I’ve always been told to say” 
(Hanisch). Hanisch states clearly that these group meetings are “a form of political 
action,” an idea that will be echoed by sad girl theory many years later, and one that is 
woven directly into the fabric of the ///sads only/// Facebook group. But before the 
development of sad girl theory came the affective turn in the humanities and social 
sciences. 
 
Affect Theory 
  Scholars typically date the affective turn in humanities and social sciences to the 
mid-1990s and early 2000s, when theorizing around affect expanded across disciplines 
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such as psychology, neuroscience, literature, and media studies. Patricia Ticineto Clough 
notes that this turn in affect “may be registering a change in the cofunctioning of the 
political, economic, and cultural” spheres (1), a change that she notes is constantly 
occurring as global relations of power transform. Affect theory has its roots in the work 
of Baruch Spinoza (Ethics [1677]) and Silvan Tomkins (Affect Imagery Consciousness 
Volumes I-IV [1962; 1963; 1991; 1992]). From there, many other critical theorists (most 
notably Brian Massumi [Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation (2002); 
Politics of Affect (2015)]) have utilized affect in their own writing, each offering their 
own definition and application, as well. Frequent critiques of affect theory highlight its 
imprecise and subjective nature (Gregg and Seigworth), but these qualities can also be 
seen as strengths. Perhaps affect varies person to person, body to body, situation to 
situation. Perhaps we affect it as it affects us. 
Since the beginning — though affect has “no pure or somehow originary state” 
(Gregg and Seigworth 2) — interpretations of affect and its application have been 
divided. For Spinoza, affect is located amid materiality, immanence, and relations. The 
possibilities of affect are delineated simply by the body’s capacity, which Spinoza says in 
Ethics is not yet known. “No one has defined the nature and strength of the emotions, and 
the power of the mind in controlling them. … Nobody as yet has determined the limits of 
the body’s capabilities: that is, nobody as yet has learned from experience what the body 
can and cannot do” (Spinoza 277, 280). Therefore, affect comprises assemblages of 
bodies and worlds that are not stable and fixed, but rather, relate to each other fluidly in a 
continual process of being and becoming (Deleuze; Deleuze and Guattari). Further, 
19 
 
Spinoza defines emotion (also termed affectus) as “the affections of the body by which 
the body’s power of activity is increased or diminished, assisted or checked, together 
with the ideas of these affections” (278). From here follows the idea that affect is what 
moves us, physically, mentally, socially, emotionally, and spiritually. On the other hand, 
for Tomkins, affect is innate, developed as a product of evolution that also encourages 
and sustains future survival and evolution. “The capacity of the individual to feel strongly 
or weakly, for a moment or for all his life, about anything under the sun and to govern 
himself by such motives, constitutes his essential freedom” (Tomkins, Volume I 122). 
Within the discipline of psychology, he identifies nine distinct affects. For Tomkins, 
affect is externalized by bodies; it powers bodily drives. It produces the very emotions it 
describes (though affects are distinct and emotions are messier). Affect extends past the 
skin to envelop and be shaped by social relations. 
  It is clear then that affect is a slippery, ephemeral concept — difficult to pin 
down. It is made legible on the body, but originates from the mind. It intensifies and 
resonates. It can be sensed and felt, but goes unseen, passing without a trace. Yet it is 
everywhere and influences everything. “Its matter-of-factness needs to be taken into 
account,” as Massumi writes (Parables for the Virtual 45). Put simply, affect is that 
which moves us, emotionally and bodily. Affect can illuminate the role of power in 
society, based on who is affected and who is causing or producing affect. It can be a 
vulnerable thing to be affected, but it also has the potential for strength. Either state, 
tenacity or weakness, has the potential to be radical. Affect documents forces that prefer 
to slip undetected through society, spilling secrets and illuminating connections. It 
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becomes clear that affect theory exists “in the not yet of never-quite-knowing” with “no 
ultimate or final guarantees — political, ethical, aesthetic, pedagogic, and otherwise — 
that capacities to affect and to be affected will yield an actualized next or new that is 
somehow better than ‘now’” (Gregg and Seigworth 9-10). Affect, then, is a world of 
potential, an always becoming and never arriving, a site of uncertainty without limitations 
or boundaries.  
Massumi draws directly from Spinoza, noting that affect is a crossing over or a 
“passing of a threshold, seen from the point of view of the change in capacity” (Politics 
of Affect 4). Affect therefore is not set in stone or fixed — it is a process of bodily 
transition that is different every time. Massumi writes, “When you affect something, you 
are at the same time opening yourself up to being affected in turn, and in a slightly 
different way than you might have been the moment before,” (Politics of Affect 4). This 
in turn connects back to Spinoza, who saw affecting and being affected as two processes 
that are joined together. We change the world around us, and it changes us back, and 
this process of individual and social impact repeats in a cyclical, never-ending pattern 
that sustains itself through affective intensity. “Intensity is immanent to matter and to 
events, to mind and to body and to every level of bifurcation composing them and which 
they compose” (Massumi, Parables for the Virtual 33). This energy is never exhausted 
and it never totally disappears; the potential remains, sometimes just out of sight, waiting 
to be rekindled.  
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Most theorists acknowledge some level of difference between affect and emotion, 
though the exact distinction between the two is variable and unclear. As Kristyn Gorton 
summarizes:  
Some argue that emotion refers to a sociological expression of feelings whereas  
affect is more firmly rooted in biology and in our physical response to feelings;  
others attempt to differentiate on the basis that emotion requires a subject while  
affect does not; and some ignore these distinctions altogether. (334)  
For example, Massumi clarifies that “emotion is a very partial expression of affect” 
(Politics of Affect 5). Additionally, some theorists claim that affect is subconscious and 
involuntary, that we cannot control or even willfully produce an affective response to 
stimuli. For the purpose of this project, I move away from this definition toward an 
approach to affect that allows those being affected some control over their responses. I 
find this approach to affect useful when considering its role in disciplines such as trauma 
studies, in which the recognition of individuals’ personal agency is imperative to their 
healing (even as consideration is lent to situations in which self-regulation is not possible 
or realistic). 
Finally, I use affect and emotion interchangeably in my work simply to shift the 
focus beyond conceptual formations to practical applications and analyses. For my 
purposes, it does not matter if a feeling is personal, social, or pre-personal. In my objects 
of analysis, affects and emotions play out simultaneously across all platforms. I do not 
consider them separate from each other or originating in distinct locations. One may lead 
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to the expression of another, but they are all inter-related and co-created. Furthermore, 
the subjects experiencing them do not sense a distinction between the two because for 
them, there isn’t one. Certain events affect them, producing emotions and other bodily 
responses. The distinction is purely interpretive. It is important to note that feminist 
praxis is always already operating at the level of the body, and that the discipline of 
gender studies has been centering the role of the body and emotions in society for 
centuries.  
 
Feminist Affect Theory 
 This feminist application is seen as far back as the fiction of 19th-century women 
writers. Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1892 short story “The Yellow Wallpaper” examines 
the impact of a diagnosis of hysteria and a prescription of the “rest cure” on a woman’s 
mental health. The main character likely has postpartum depression, but she is also 
chafing at the confines of the patriarchal society she lives in. Instead of helping her mind 
to heal, the enforced bedrest drives her mad because there is nothing for her to do, and 
the doctors and her husband do not listen to her opinions regarding her health, further 
frustrating her and worsening the situation.  
What Gilman writes about isn’t just a matter of fiction. The rest cure was a 
common treatment for a variety of ailments in women at the time, a treatment that 
ironically worsened the mental states it was attempting to fix (Martin; Preston). Hysteria, 
too, was a common label affixed to women who were unruly in some way — too sexual, 
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too opinionated, too noisy, too masculine, too queer, too resistant, too much (Tasca et 
al.). Societal perceptions of both women and feminists as hysterical were also common 
(Martin). But women were damned if they did and damned if they didn’t — an 1897 
book by a physician and doctor discussing the best practices for treating hysteria noted 
that doctors should “direct the thoughts of his patient to the lapse from duties to others, 
and to the selfishness which a life of invalidism is apt to bring about” (Preston 271). 
Somehow, guilt was deemed an effective method for motivating women out of their 
conditions. Social norms and gendered power dynamics made it virtually impossible for 
women to express themselves freely or to advocate for their voice to be heard when it 
came to issues affecting their health and wellbeing. The sexism is twofold: Women’s 
concerns about work, family, and the home are interpreted as just silly feelings and 
passing fancies, and all emotions are reduced to the point of insignificance. Centuries ago 
and still today, it does not matter to men what women feel, even when it concerns their 
own bodies or their status in society (Benokraitis and Feagin; Manne).  
Throughout history, women’s anguish has been dismissed over and over in a 
variety of ways. Women have been told they are exaggerating about the physical pain 
they feel. They are told the sexism and misogyny they identify in society is over or not a 
big deal. More subtly, women are told that their emotional responses are simply 
reactions, rather than calculated resistance. But we know from Spinoza’s view of affect 
that emotions have a direct relationship to action, and that these feelings can either 
encourage or discourage a person to act. This leads us to feminist affect theory, a subset 
of the discipline. Scholars such as Lauren Berlant, Sara Ahmed, Sianne Ngai, and Ann 
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Cvetkovich apply affect theory to various issues related to gender, considering the ways 
women in particular are affected and how affect theory relates to power and oppression.  
The conclusion of Berlant’s national sentimentality trilogy is The Female 
Complaint (2008), which takes up the origin of “women’s culture” in the United States as 
a type of intimate public that encourages women to identify with common experiences 
and media representations. For Berlant, “a public is intimate when it foregrounds 
affective and emotional attachments located in fantasies of the common, the everyday, 
and a sense of ordinariness” (The Female Complaint 10). This “women’s culture” 
commodifies the affective experience of intimacy, proposing a specific version of 
womanhood to aspire to and attempt to attain through purchasing power (politics itself is 
a threat to sentimental values). Berlant connects sentimentality to conventionality via an 
attachment of affection, or what she calls a love affair. “Thus to love conventionality is 
not only to love something that constrains someone or some condition of possibility: it is 
another way of talking about negotiating belonging to a world,” Berlant writes (The 
Female Complaint 3). Conformity to a single shared variety of femininity fosters a 
feeling of acceptance in its subjects. However, it simultaneously limits a person’s 
capacity to be differently affected or to achieve an alternative identity performance, a 
point Ahmed later reiterates. It fills, but doesn’t fulfill. It satisfies, but doesn’t satiate. It 
leaves the subject feeling disappointed and wondering if that’s all there is. 
 Ahmed weaves affect theory through each of her books, but focuses on it most 
directly in The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004) and The Promise of Happiness 
(2010). The former discusses the ways emotions “shape the very surfaces of bodies” 
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(Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 4) and the way bodies move through 
communities. Ahmed writes of a sociohistorical hierarchy between emotions and 
thoughts, between what is perceived as irrationality and as reason. We fear affect because 
we can’t control its impact on us. “To be passive is to be enacted upon, as a negation that 
is already felt as suffering. The fear of passivity is tied to the fear of emotionality, in 
which weakness is defined in terms of a tendency to be shaped by others” (Ahmed, The 
Cultural Politics of Emotion 2). Thus, emotions are powerful but uncontrollable. 
Moreover, only some bodies are seen as being emotional (e.g., the aforementioned 
hysterical women, or the stereotype of the “angry black woman”). But regardless of who 
is enacting emotion, Ahmed writes that “the very public nature of emotions, and the 
emotive nature of publics” (The Cultural Politics of Emotion 14) is apparent. Emotions 
demand to be felt, expressed, acknowledged, and shared. They represent an entry point 
for people into the world, and a way for the world to enter into their lives.  
 Ahmed continues to build on these theories in The Promise of Happiness, which 
examines the discourses of happiness that permeate society, especially the burden placed 
on people who must perform a happy affect, from new parents to service workers. She 
considers how happiness attaches itself to certain objects or figures, and how others 
challenge those relations. The feminist killjoy, for example, resists the imperative to 
enact a socially appropriate performance of enjoyed femininity. “The female 
troublemaker might be trouble because she gets in the way of the happiness of others,” 
Ahmed writes (The Promise of Happiness 60), connecting this figure to her idea of a 
willful subject that blazes a different trail than others and is seen as somehow impeding 
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their own — and thus general society’s — wills. Therefore, feminists kill joy “simply by 
not finding the objects that promise happiness to be quite so promising” (65). For them, 
these allegedly happy objects are tokens of cruel optimism (Berlant), meant to be 
simultaneously desired and rejected. The flip side is also true: Leslie Jamison writes in 
“Grand Unified Theory of Female Pain” that women are “attracted to it and revolted by 
it; proud and ashamed of it” (213), it being pain. Ultimately, Ahmed is skeptical of 
scenarios that demand happiness and traces these expectations backward and forward to 
point out who that happiness benefits and who is challenged by its absence.  
 Ngai, on the other hand, focuses on ambiguous negative emotions such as envy, 
anxiety, paranoia, and disgust in Ugly Feelings (2005). For her, these emotions surface 
when a person is unable to act, or the emotions give rise to that paralysis. This creates the 
state of passivity that Ahmed also discussed, in which an attempt to avoid emotions ends 
up causing them just the same. Ngai writes that the “unsuitability of these weakly 
intentional feelings for forceful or ambiguous action is precisely what amplifies their 
power to diagnose situations” (27). Their impotence plainly reveals the environments in 
which they developed. In her chapter on envy, Ngai turns to the ways envy is socially and 
critically elided into a judgment of a subject instead of that subject’s actions or responses. 
Or as Jamison puts it, “People are dismissed, not just the verbs of what they’ve done” 
(190). Thus, women who envy others are seen as inherently lacking, rather than simply 
reacting to a difference they perceive. “Why is a subject’s enviousness automatically 
assumed to be unwarranted or petty? Or dismissed as an overreaction, as delusional or 
even hysterical — a reflection of the ego’s inner workings rather than a polemical mode 
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of engagement with the world?” (Ngai 128). More broadly, we can ask why all of 
women’s emotions are discarded before they are listened to, automatically regarded as 
exaggeration and not logically sound critique. By dismissing the emotion, the entire 
subject can be ignored and cast aside. 
Cvetkovich first looks to the field of trauma studies in An Archive of Feelings 
(2003). She seeks to re-introduce the perspectives of historically overlooked women and 
queer folks to the discipline, while in the process moving away from the pathologizing 
views of trauma common in the medical community. Cvetkovich connects extreme 
trauma to everyday stress to trace the effects of trauma through decades and outward 
from the original affected parties, to “those whose experiences circulate in the vicinity of 
trauma and are marked by it” (An Archive of Feelings 3). She identifies a public culture 
that builds around trauma — a sense of community and identity that has the ability to 
heal. These cultures are built on the foundation of the often “unspeakable and 
unrepresentable” (Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings 7) emotions that trauma can evoke, 
though they are not always immediately recognizable as institutions or identities. 
Cvetkovich argues that “trauma cultures are actually doing the work of therapy” (An 
Archive of Feelings 10) by allowing emotions to blur the distinction between public and 
private, thereby penetrating into public life and demanding to be acknowledged. 
Finally, Depression: A Public Feeling (2012) follows from those theorizations 
about trauma to apply a similar lens to depression and its treatment in society. Here, 
Cvetkovich draws on the generic conventions of both memoir and critical essay to link 
her own depression to the anguish of others throughout history. She notes that there “is 
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no guarantee of protection from despair” (Cvetkovich, Depression: A Public Feeling 
207). Ultimately, though society considers mental illnesses to be extraordinary 
conditions, their reality for those who suffer from them is anything but. What is 
significant to Cvetkovich is the shape of everyday existence under the weight of 
depression. “Anxiety and what gets called depression are ordinary feelings embedded in 
ordinary circumstances,” she writes (Cvetkovich, Depression: A Public Feeling 79). This 
characterization leads the way to similarly ordinary treatments and cures for these 
conditions, not so much self-help strategies as just ways to continue the process of living. 
Therein lies the key to hope, Cvetkovich writes. Like the other feminist affect theorists I 
have cited, she says that emotions must be acknowledged and expressed rather than 
overlooked or policed. “It is in the spirit of Public Feelings not to tell people what to feel 
or to judge how they feel, but instead to find better ways to describe the complexity of 
what they are feeling” (Cvektovich, Depression: A Public Feeling 82). This leads directly 
to sad girl theory, which posits that women’s neglected emotional output has the power to 
build communities and reveal the movement of power through society. 
 
Sad Girl Theory 
Sad girl theory follows directly from those feminist applications of affect theory, 
with an emphasis on greater accessibility (both linguistically, in terms of the language 
used to describe it, and practically, in terms of what is required to participate in it) to the 
populations it theorizes about. It also incorporates more of feminism’s focus on activism 
by finding resistance in pre-existing actions (rather than attempting to spur people on). 
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Sad girl theory was created in the 2010s by the artist Audrey Wollen and taken up by 
numerous feminist creatives across the internet. Wollen is also known for the 
photographic art she posts on Instagram that challenges established art traditions like 
sexism in classical paintings. Her images seize the forms used by male artists to objectify 
women and reduce them to their naked bodies, their emotions, and their femininity. By 
reproducing these works with her body as a stand-in for the original figure and an 
Instagram post for the display setting instead of a conventional gallery, Wollen is shifting 
the message.  
Wollen’s choice of platform also helps her disseminate those messages more 
easily. She says, “I very quickly realized that Instagram gave a lot of young girls a way to 
control how they represented themselves, to play with their own performance, to 
construct an identity, alternate identities, and then tear down everything they had just 
built with a click” (qtd. in Tunnicliffe). Girls’ social media posts and especially their 
selfies are not frivolous or trivial for Wollen. Instead, they represent a curated digital 
sense of self that is always already communicating a variety of messages regarding its 
visible femininity and the biases that inevitably brings up. Wollen’s work dredges up that 
which is typically left obscured. She admits, “I do talk about a lot of things that we are 
told should be kept ‘private’ or ‘personal’: Nakedness, bodies, trauma, alienation, 
intimacy — you know, girly stuff” (qtd. in Tunnicliffe). So not only are women forced to 
be always recognized as such while in analog public spaces, but they are also told to keep 
secret many of the experiences that constitute their identities, because they aren’t suitable 
for the audiences with power to hear. 
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Wollen suggests that femme sadness is a site of its own power and not just 
vulnerability. In her view, sadness isn’t passive existence, but instead, an act of 
resistance. Specifically, it uses the body in a way that is critical to many definitions of 
activism. For Wollen, female emotionality — and sadness in particular — incorporates 
much of the violence associated with more-male ideas of revolution, protest, and 
struggle. Within this framework, sadness becomes radical, and sad girl theory fights for 
this recognition not just in contemporary times, but throughout history. Wollen says, 
“Sadness, tears, even self-harm have been considered symptoms of femininity for 
centuries. A symptom, of course — never an autonomous act” (qtd. in Watson). In other 
words, women are seen as acting a certain way because of their identities as women, but 
it is never considered that these behaviors (regardless of their associations with gender) 
could be deliberate and conscious choices enacted in possession of complete and total 
agency. Thus, “the sadness of girls should be witnessed and re-historicized” (Wollen qtd. 
in Tunnicliffe). Jamison reiterates this sentiment, writing, “I want to insist that female 
pain is still news. It’s always news. We’ve never already heard it” (217). Sadness 
becomes a sort of rallying point around which people orientate when they are at their 
lowest, but it is also what they affix themselves to once they decide to fight back. Sadness 
grants visibility and validation, along with tactics for continued protest through 
expression. “It can be used as a material, a weight, a wedge, to jam that machinery and 
change those patterns,” Wollen says (qtd. in Watson). Sadness disrupts. It infringes and 
impinges. It demands acknowledgment. 
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Wollen takes issue with a particular strand of feminism that focuses on women’s 
empowerment and the maintenance of a happy affect in the face of sexism and gender-
based discrimination (not to mention the force of various other interlocking, 
intersectional oppressions).  
Instead of trying to paint a gloss of positivity over girlhood, instead of forcing 
optimism and self-love down our throats, sticking a Band-Aid on this gaping 
wound, I think feminism should acknowledge that being a girl in this world is 
really hard, one of the hardest things there is, and that our sadness is actually a 
very appropriate and informed reaction. (Wollen qtd. in Tunnicliffe) 
Although she acknowledges the importance of power in activism and revolution, she 
prefers to locate that power within the emotional reactions girls and women have to the 
socially accepted conditions of their lives in a cisheteropatriarchal society. Put simply, 
“our pain doesn’t need to be discarded in the name of empowerment,” Wollen says (qtd. 
in Watson). This is an affective condition for which a capacity has always existed; it is a 
feeling that sustains itself indefinitely and can spread like a snowball rolling downhill.  
Wollen’s critique of feminism is rooted in the empowerment messages aimed 
especially at young girls that seek to highlight how they will enjoy their experience of 
girlhood. Wollen says, “We've really fixated on loving ourselves — there's this ethos of 
excess and approval, making it cool and fun to be a girl. The problem is: it isn't really 
cool and fun to be a girl. It is an experience of brutal alienation and constant fear of 
violence” (qtd. in Barron). There is no shame in admitting this. The next step is just 
seizing that loneliness and terror and using it to fuel change. Wollen says, “I think that a 
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sad girl's self destruction, no matter how silent or commonplace, is a strategy for 
subverting those systems, for making the implicit violence visceral and visible, for 
implicating us all in her devastation” (qtd. in Barron). Self-destruction becomes a snarl 
that says “look what you made me do” or “it’s not me, it’s you.” The sorrow of women 
holds people accountable and strips bare the centuries of disguised lies masking the 
undercurrents of power. 
It is apparent that Wollen doesn’t simply want women to be granted the same 
rights as men. For her, it is important that women’s contributions and assertions 
throughout history be elevated to the same stature as their male counterparts’ work, and 
then beyond. Women can fight for visibility, but men should be doing the work to carve 
out space in society for them and to understand the messages they are communicating. 
The process of creative recognition as Wollen sees it unfolding will actually remake all of 
society, offering a new structure of being and new relations of power. “I want to stand 
with the girls who are miserable, who don't love their body, who cry on the bus on the 
way to work. I believe those girls have the power to cause real upheaval, to really change 
things,” she says (Wollen qtd. in Barron). The ones unafraid to voice their displeasure 
will lead the charge. Sadness is a revolutionary force. Its power is sneaky because of its 
history of being misunderstood. In semiotics, there is typically an issue with the structure 
of a message if a meaning is connoted that differs from what the originator intended to 
denote. But if you are being misunderstood, the fault is just as likely to lie with the 
interpreter as it is with the communicator. The signs of feminist activism are all around 
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us, so the burden now lies with the men ignoring those messages to learn how to decode 
them properly. 
The primary critique of sad girl theory ignores its arguments about activism in 
favor of focusing exclusively on aesthetics. Some say it trivializes mental illness, 
branding depression and other conditions as just trendy sadness that can be achieved 
through drinking lots of tea and taking lots of baths. Sadness is seen as a luxury afforded 
only to the upper and middle classes. It is reserved for mostly white women whose 
disabilities only serve to accentuate the appeal of their sadness, rather than making them 
pitiable or disgusting in the eyes of society. One critic writes, “Sad Girls are young 
women, likely in affluent Western countries, who spend time online and embody a 
particular paradox: the desire to express their deepest interior feelings through an 
aesthetic many consider formulaic (waifish frames, cursive tattoos)” (Hines). Jamison 
writes of the “post-wounded women” (198) who pretend they don’t feel emotions or pain, 
who “no longer fully own their feelings” (199) because they think it limits how their 
femininity is viewed. These critiques deny the power of women’s feelings, dismissing 
them along with the physical appearances they adopt in order to gain visibility or feel a 
sense of belonging. It also obscures the power of women’s words, images, and art, falling 
prey once again to the trap of focusing exclusively on women’s bodies and even more 
specifically their bodies as described, depicted, and disseminated by men. Finally, 
spending any time in the ///sads only/// group makes it clear that there is no one way to 
correctly enact an aesthetic of sadness.  
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Social Media 
 Online spaces have long offered people the opportunity to share different sides of 
themselves than what they present to the rest of the world. Digital communities grant 
their members anonymity, if desired, and even allow them to adopt alternative identities, 
complete with pseudonyms and avatars. But social media networks today increasingly 
have the expectation of (perfect) reality — people are assumed to be representing aspects 
of their true selves, something that Amy Shields Dobson refers to as “the premise of 
authenticity” (11) in her analysis of girlhood and digital culture. All this is even though 
photographs are heavily edited and filtered, posts are deliberately curated, and even basic 
life details can be fabricated. In this way, digital spaces are an example of cruel 
optimism, which occurs when what you desire impedes getting what you want (Berlant, 
Cruel Optimism). Users are drawn to social media sites out of a desire for connection, but 
end up finding themselves even more isolated and alone. The structure of these 
communities leads to “impasses in zones of intimacy that hold out the often cruel promise 
of reciprocity and belonging to the people who seek them — who need them” (Berlant, 
Cruel Optimism 21). Our digital lives are just a refraction of the same problems common 
in our analog lives, and online spaces are increasingly both more and less real.  
 Amid all this identity creation is the pressure to project a specific sense of self. On 
Facebook in particular, which is often used for larger life updates (in comparison with the 
in-the-moment nature of Twitter and Snapchat), people feel the need to present a well-
rounded, multi-faceted life at all times, buttressed by smiling faces and positive emotions. 
It is appropriate to be sad in the wake of a national or global tragedy, and sentimental 
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when it comes to the occasional personal anecdote, but the “proper” Facebook posts are 
filled with excitement and good cheer. In Facebook’s ideal world, people are happy about 
what they’re eating, happy about where they’re traveling, happy about their families, and 
happy about their friends. They share “Happy Birthday” wishes every year and celebrate 
fake milestones like friendship anniversaries with carefully compiled videos and photo 
galleries with cute animations. Moreover, all of their friends and family members are 
happy for them, sharing in their happiness by reacting to their posts and commenting on 
others, maybe even sharing some. Negative posts may not see as much action and 
attention — tragedy is met with an outpouring of sympathy, but run-of-the-mill 
complaints are annoying and unwanted. Users experience a feedback loop and begin to 
crave the attention they get for crafting the “right” posts. They are conditioned, 
consciously or otherwise, to seek out happy moments throughout their day to share with 
their followers and to cover up when things aren’t going well. People begin to feel upset 
if they haven’t shared anything in a while, or if what they’re posting isn’t getting the 
desired reaction.  
 All this is to say that digital communities, and social media sites in particular, are 
locations for affective engagement and performance. Users may not think that they are 
visiting these sites in order to experience a particular feeling, but they’re aware of how 
they feel after spending time on them. Seeing pictures of a friend’s new baby instantly 
puts a smile on your face. But scrolling mindlessly through generic news about people 
you don’t particularly care about for too long leaves you feeling aimless and bored, 
perhaps even a little apathetic. Then something happens in our own lives, and we find 
36 
 
ourselves rushing to the app or the website to post about it, to inform people, because 
they have to know. We are feeling an emotion and everyone else needs to share in the 
experience. But it can be hard to determine whether these emotions are genuine or 
manufactured. Is your best friend actually happy that her in-laws are in town, or is she 
just going through the motions? Are all these acquaintances actually heartbroken about a 
plane crash thousands of miles away, or do they just feel pressured to acknowledge the 
event in some way before going back to their regularly scheduled flurry of selfies and 
inspirational quotes and cute puppy videos? And who really stops to consider the 
audience they are sharing these anecdotes with before hitting the “post” button? Most of 
us wouldn’t call up our entire high school graduating class to tell them our toddler has 
taken her first steps, but we wouldn’t hesitate to say so in a Facebook post that they all 
will read over their lunch breaks.  
 Social media thus becomes a site of aspiration as much as a site for expression. 
We want what our friends have — the ideal relationships, the loving families, the fun 
friends, the exciting vacations. And once we attain it, we want to show it off and inspire 
still more legions of people to seek their own capitalist happiness (though we are always 
careful to obscure the figurative price tag). This extends out to impact the broader 
identities being broadcast. Users want to cultivate a certain image or brand for 
themselves. They want their lives to appear cohesive, yet multi-faceted. They want to be 
seen as the type of person who does a certain activity or supports a certain cause or visits 
a certain location. In an ideal Facebook profile, someone could see the content and know 
who had posted it without looking at their name. Dobson writes that “via media, one is 
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required to use text and images to symbolize the self, and I suggest that this is generally 
assumed by viewers to require a higher degree of consciousness and reflectivity about the 
self than conventionally required in face-to-face self-presentation” (9). Online 
personalities are carefully chosen to represent certain traits and affiliations, honed over 
time until an identity’s (signifier’s) connotative meaning (the signified) matches its 
owner’s intended denotation (the sign) (Barthes).  
 But all of these ideal selves and ideal identities clash with the lived experiences of 
users of these sites. On Facebook alone, misinformation and political propaganda run 
rampant. Spam and bot accounts harass unsuspecting users, and few people question the 
provenance of the memes and headlines they’re sharing. To comment on a public post is 
to risk the wrath of the whole internet, and disagreement is simultaneously encouraged 
and punished. Our digital lives end up being just as messy as our analog ones, and yet we 
can’t close our browser windows or sign out of our apps. We have to remain plugged in 
and always stay up to date on what’s going on with our friends. Our friends, this 
community of people we have cultivated from all aspects of our lives: distant relatives, 
neighborhood acquaintances, old flames, friends of friends, random funny internet 
personalities, people whom we don’t recognize with their married names. For many 
people, the opinions of these Facebook friends matter more than what their genuine, real-
life friends think. The information shared across social networks is compartmentalized 
and strictly regulated. Online friends see the sparkle and shine, the triumphs and joys, the 
major life milestones. Real-life friends get the cuts and bruises, the dirt and 
disappointment, the failures.  
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Facebook Groups 
 Facebook groups, whether public or private, can be seen as offering an escape 
from all the artifice and rigid control. Journalist Emily Dreyfuss writes of the groups’ 
increase in popularity in Wired in January 2017, “This flight behind figurative closed 
doors is at odds with the internet's promise of open dialogue, but it is also a reaction to 
what people … increasingly perceive as the toxicity of that openness.” They provide a 
delimited community, either broader or smaller than a user’s individual network of 
friends, with a set purpose and clear expectations. “Groups are great for getting things 
done and staying in touch with just the people you want. Share photos and videos, have 
conversations, make plans and more,” according to Facebook. A Facebook group could 
be used to organize a regularly scheduled game of poker, or to talk about a favorite sports 
team, or to discuss issues at a local school. Groups can be created and joined by anyone, 
and they have vast potential. More importantly, they function almost identically to 
personal Facebook pages, so it is easy for users to adapt to sharing and engaging with 
content in a group rather than on a friend’s personal page. And content from groups is 
woven throughout a user’s news feed, so they don’t have to go out of their way to find it 
and can react to it without necessarily realizing where it is from. Group content can also 
be viewed on pages exclusive to each individual group, offering a full isolated 
experience, if desired.  
A user’s identity as presented in a Facebook group is a microcosm of their overall 
identity on the social media platform, distilled down to one interest or characteristic. This 
sense of purpose gives members of a group common ground to engage with each other 
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even if they are not officially friends, in Facebook’s sense of the word. But Facebook 
groups are also at risk for more vitriol than personal pages, in some ways, because users 
can feel like they’re hiding within the group. Their actions in the group don’t reflect back 
on their personal page outside it, so they are free to behave as they wish. Of course, this 
danger can also be a perk — people are free to potentially be more honest, more true, 
more genuine, and more real in a group while still maintaining pretenses on their personal 
pages.  
That is certainly what the ///sads only/// group hopes to tap into, by providing 
members with a safe space in which they can be their full, true selves (e.g., out of the 
closet, emotional, and mentally ill) and even carefully try on new identities, if they want. 
However, some of the social issues around identity presentation have shown up in the 
group as well, much to our chagrin. Many of us have felt pressure to present a particular 
view of sadness in the group that is all bath bombs and mugs of hot tea and long naps, 
rather than the messy realities of dissociation and eating disorder relapses and snot-
drenched sobbing. In other words, pressure to focus on the aesthetics of self-care rather 
than the anguish of suffering (conversely, there may also be a sense of competition to 
convey the most “not okay” identity).  
In line with this, some members have said they felt they were “too sick” or “too 
fucked up” to belong in the group, that their problems were too vast or unfixable in 
comparison to other people’s situations. Dobson writes of a narrow line between 
therapeutic and detrimental representations of pain such as in blogs that discuss self-harm 
or eating disorders. “Representing the self as suffering and in need of help in networked 
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publics moves one well past the boundaries of girl-powered postfeminist femininity and 
clearly into the realm of the ‘girl in crisis,’” Dobson writes (145), referring to a specific 
genre of content. But sad girl theory would argue that “girls in crisis” can also be girl-
powered activists — the two are not mutually exclusive. Moreover, by taking their 
mental health and emotional well-being into their own hands, the members of the ///sads 
only/// group are following a trend Tobias Raun has also observed in the YouTube videos 
made by trans vloggers. “The trans vlogs share affinities with the move toward self-help 
in American therapy and the belief in self-actualization and enhancement” (Raun 170). 
When the system is inaccessible, unhelpful, or downright dangerous, alternative sites — 
known as counterpublics — must be discovered. Further, Athina Karatzogianni writes of 
fledgling protest movements, “Digital affect is emerging as a topos of expression of 
political discontent and the mobilization of dissidents” (248). Meanwhile, other members 
of the ///sads only/// group said they felt they were not sick enough, that they hadn’t 
experienced enough sweeping tragedy in their lives to need such a space. There, too, is a 
precarious balance between cultivating sadness and maintaining it, where no one should 
feel pressured to “get over” what they’re feeling, but it’s not healthy to wallow in the 
malaise and ennui, either.  
On a personal level, I have caught myself wondering if a post I was about to make 
in the group was “on brand” for me. When I become Facebook friends with members of 
the group whom I hadn’t previously known in real life, I wonder how they will react to 
the content on my personal page and the aspects of my identity that perhaps aren’t visible 
within the community of the group, for whatever reason. And I worry that the aspects of 
41 
 
my identity that I am most vocal about in the group (but still choose to keep hidden on 
my personal page) will inadvertently be revealed. Users in these spaces have to engage in 
what Dreyfuss refers to as “radical trust” that the information they share will be kept 
confidential. Even if other group members do not maliciously disseminate information, 
there is still a risk of what she calls “social leakage,” or the accidental spread of private 
information in this manner. One way this occurs is when a group member discusses 
material that was only stated in the group with another person they presume to be a 
member, who is not actually a part of the group.  
The ///sads only/// group’s purpose is simply to offer people (specifically women 
and trans and nonbinary people) a safe space in which to share their emotions, feelings, 
and experiences, whether their intent is to just get stuff off their chest, or to seek support 
or advice. The members’ sadness generates a public culture that honors their emotions 
rather than dismissing them. The group is supposed to be a place where identities, 
experiences, and opinions are respected and where people can share what they wish to 
free of judgment, ridicule, and harassment (which all run rampant on the public-facing 
pages of Facebook and across other social media sites and the internet more broadly). 
Journalist Sarah Zhang writes about Facebook groups as support groups for people 
dealing with various illnesses or traumatic life experiences in The Atlantic in October 
2018. She notes that most people in these communities see Facebook as the only platform 
that is accessible to their entire population. The people she interviewed highlighted the 
privacy settings for groups as being a specific draw, but also wished Facebook would do 
more to protect and serve its users, rather than focusing on advertising and profits. 
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Facebook has been working to highlight its groups in the last couple of years, but Zhang 
writes that the only noticeable change has been to the visibility of closed groups.  
Another digital project directly inspired by sad girl theory is the Twitter account 
@SoSadToday, which later spawned a series of essays in Vice under that pen name and a 
book of the same name, but with the author, Melissa Broder, revealed. The account — 
which has more than 900,000 followers — tweets pithy, pessimistic reflections on mental 
health and contemporary femininity. Common topics include depression, anxiety, 
heartbreak, loneliness, insecurity, and ennui. “Thanks in part to the account’s anonymity, 
@SoSadToday’s messages seemed to speak collectively for a certain demographic of 
young, female Twitter users, those who felt emotions very deeply and were also 
interested in curating a distinct expression of those emotions online” (Mlotek). The 
Twitter account cultivated its own sort of digital community in the form of people liking, 
commenting, and retweeting posts, much like they react and comment on posts in the 
///sads only/// Facebook group. The account provided a public face for the sadness, pain, 
and despair so many young femmes had until recently kept hidden, either by choice or 
because society refused to acknowledge the feelings they were expressing. As Broder 
wrote in the So Sad Today book, “When I suppressed the sadness, I practically shook 
with existential fear over simply existing. I was fighting myself. But when the tears 
flowed, I felt better” (195). She found healing through honesty. The Twitter account 
placed this candid, relatable content directly in its followers’ Twitter feeds alongside the 
memes, breaking news, and reflections on the weather.  
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Similarly, the ///sads only/// group directly counteracts the negativity in users’ 
Facebook news feeds. A post from a personal page filled with inflammatory political 
comments can be followed by a post from the ///sads only/// group sharing recent self-
care successes, for example. Though much of the group’s content is heavy and potentially 
triggering, there is an emphasis on sharing the good with the bad, and an overall 
encouragement to embrace and enjoy even the negative emotions. The ///sads only/// 
group offers an alternative model for what a user’s social media experience could be like. 
People have come to expect the trolling, misinformation, harassment, and vitriol that 
platforms refuse to adequately combat, but this doesn’t have to be the case. Online spaces 
can support, fulfill, and exalt us, and they don’t have to be lonely or discouraging. 
Sometimes we shout into the void, and the void answers back that it’s actually an all right 
place to be.  
The project of the ///sads only/// group, therefore, is to simultaneously reclaim and 
support sadness (and emotionality more broadly). We want members to know that it is 
okay to feel what they feel, and that they have the power to work through those feelings, 
positive or negative. Sadness shouldn’t be stigmatized, and particularly not femme 
sadness. In fact, as sad girl theory argues, sadness has the power to be used as a tool of 
resistance and a force for change. Sadness can be an activist statement, a scream of 
survival. By encouraging the expression of sadness, the group may actually reduce the 
negative repercussions of the emotion. We don’t want to discourage anyone from feeling 
sad, after all — just from feeling sad about their sadness. Sadness in this setting becomes 
something that is shared, a collective burden and blessing, a way of being in touch with 
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our bodies and minds, a tactic for making ourselves heard. Sadness becomes imbued with 
radical, disruptive power, demanding to be heard and acknowledged. A crying femme is a 
visible femme, one whose tears can’t be denied.  
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 METHODS AND METHODOLOGIES 
This project seeks to document the history of a feminist online community and 
trace its principles back to affect theory and, in particular, sad girl theory. In the process, 
I will demonstrate how femme enactments of emotionality can be read as activism at 
work. My object of analysis is the Facebook group ///sads only///. I also have been 
granted permission by the group to review the results of a group-initiated survey 
completed by 50 members of the group and Facebook messages between the group’s 
moderators. This offers insight into the demographic makeup of the organization and the 
usage patterns of its members. Additionally, the survey results, coupled with my analysis 
of the group as a case study of online feminist activism, reveal connections between 
members’ reasons for using the group, the group’s stated values and rules, and the 
various conflicts that have arisen over the past four years. These connections illustrate 
ongoing work on the part of both the group’s moderators and its members to cultivate a 
digital community that is welcoming, inclusive, diverse, and supportive — a safe space 
with clear boundaries and a foundation of empathy. 
I occupy a unique subject position as a co-founder of the group, active member, 
current moderator, and researcher — a set of identities that I refer to collectively as being 
a scholar-activist. That position offers me a more-intimate level of access to the group, 
which is unavailable to outsiders, and knowledge of its history, which I am directly part 
of. I have the trust of the group’s members and sought my fellow moderators’ and 
founders’ approval before embarking on this project. However, I was not granted 
permission to use any of the group’s content — individual Facebook posts made in the 
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closed group — in my analysis. Members join the group and interact within it with the 
knowledge that what they say remains confidential to the group. This is essential to the 
group’s purpose of providing a safe, supportive community away from the toxicity of 
cisheteropatriarchy, as well as that of other Facebook users and the internet more broadly. 
Thus, I had to find other sources of data that could still speak to the functionality 
of the ///sads only/// group. One of these came from Facebook itself. The group has a 
section called Group Insights that offers quantitative data on the group’s growth, 
engagement, and membership. I was given permission to report on this data, which I 
paired with similar data derived from a voluntary mixed-methods Google Forms survey 
of the group’s members, to which approximately one-sixth (50) of the members 
responded. This survey was developed by one of the other moderators of the group, and 
its results were made publicly available to all members of the group. The survey’s 
questions focused primarily on demographic identities, but also inquired about the ways 
in which members use the group, why it benefits their lives, and what they would like to 
see change in order to improve upon it. Finally, I also analyzed the specific description 
and rules of the group as a product of four years of discussions between the founders, 
moderators, and other members, ranging from planning to typical usage to conflict 
resolution. 
Overall, I describe my project as a feminist digital auto-ethnographic case study. 
Ethnography is a method whereby researchers observe a subset of society or culture from 
the perspective of one or more of the group’s members (Heath and Street). It typically 
entails discussing and analyzing specific behaviors observed over a period of time, and is 
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often supplemented by additional data such as interviews, surveys, or archival research 
(Davis and Craven; Schrock). Ethnographies of groups differ in methods, focus, and 
presentation from ethnographies of individuals. As Heath and Street (14) suggest, within 
groups: 
Members recall and present themselves through selective and ever-changing 
memories. Identities shift as group members both sustain old habits and values 
and invent new ways to relate, display, and transit who they are and how they 
came to be as well as what they see themselves becoming. (14) 
Auto-ethnography is a specific type of ethnography that entails self-reflective study of a 
population, community, or culture that the researcher belongs to. As in my case, auto-
ethnography can allow the researcher greater access to the population they are studying 
and provide greater up-front knowledge of the group and its practices. However, it can 
also limit the researcher’s analytical lens and prevent them from making connections or 
offering critiques that an outside observer might be more likely to provide.  
What makes this research specifically a digital auto-ethnography is the online 
location of the community, which calls into question the boundaries between virtual and 
analog worlds. Capobianco writes that interactions in cyberspace are “not a ‘virtual 
reality’ but a ‘real virtuality’ in the sense that these occurrences are not fictitious or 
potential in the future, they do belong to and have effect in reality. In our society we 
should consider the Internet as a real social dimension, which is to say an expression of 
what we are” (117). Much of the data I examine from the group was also collected and 
generated through digital means (Capobianco; Murthy). Additionally, my conclusions 
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speak to the implications of the group in a particularly digital setting, as a set of 
interactions that could not exist in an analog setting and that would be unrecognizably 
altered were it to exist outside the Facebook universe (Capobianco; Murthy). Finally, my 
project is a case study because I am examining just one Facebook group, rather than 
comparing and contrasting several similar digital communities.  
My positionality as a feminist researcher drawing on feminist affect theory is 
crucial to the claims I am making in my study of this community of women and 
nonbinary and trans people (Davis and Craven). Sprague writes, “Feminists have been 
experimenting with alternatives for quite a while through several different streams of 
conversation. Many of their experiments have emphasized the goal of shifting the point 
of view of the research to the marginalized” (3). I take this focus to heart in my work, 
identifying the members of the ///sads only/// group as not only the “object” of my 
research, but also the subjects. It is their knowledge and media production in the form of 
Facebook posts, comments, and other interactions that shape the community of the 
Facebook group (Ramazanoglu and Holland; Schrock). Their self-reflections on their 
own emotional expressions drive my research and provide fodder for future studies, 
which could be undertaken as a collaboration between several members and/or 
moderators of the group. Schrock writes, “A feminist ethnographer must recognize, 
anticipate, and explore the ways in which her presence in the field affects her informants’ 
responses and behavior” (54). This is something I had to carefully consider before 
deciding which types of data to present from the group and how I would balance my own 
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desire for knowledge with the group members’ needs for a private, confidential 
community they can trust. 
Not only are most of the scholars that I cite drawing from a specifically feminist 
perspective, but I am also making a feminist claim with my analysis: that the sadness 
evoked in the ///sads only/// group is activism in action drawing attention to the pain 
women and trans and nonbinary people experience as a result of existing in a world 
structured around cisheteropatriarchy (Schrock). As Dobson writes, they are “speaking 
back to these kinds of hegemonic discourses” (2), discourses that claim their tears (and 
expression thereof) are involuntary and thus weak, rather than deliberate and a sign of 
strength. Following Hanisch’s theorization around the idea of the personal as political, 
my work claims that the personal elements within the lives of the group’s members have 
consequences and importance that stretch beyond the scope of their individual lives. 
Finally, my project is situated within the discipline of social media studies and 
other related fields, including research on digital communication, digital communities, 
digital citizenship, networked publics, and technologies of identity. There is an emerging 
discourse on how women, in particular, cultivate identities online and function within 
social networks in ways that either affirm or obscure their gender (Cook and Hasmath; 
Dobson; Fotopoulou). Research on these communities often embraces a digital approach 
at other stages of the project — as mine does — not just at the site of analysis. For 
example, the Facebook Group Insights tool and Google Forms survey I examined to gain 
quantitative data about the group’s demographics and members’ usage behaviors were 
both online instruments. They collected data on a website and then displayed the 
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aggregate data in the same manner, also utilizing digitally rendered charts and graphs to 
show statistics such as the percentages of members from each age bracket or the number 
of posts over a weeklong period of time. Similarly, my results will be communicated 
back to the group using these same platforms, including by posting in the ///sads only/// 
group. Thus, the research remains digitally situated throughout the entire duration of the 
research project. 
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RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Group Insights 
 The group’s moderators have not tracked the growth of the group in any specific 
or consistent way, but through things like the ///sads only/// survey and Facebook’s Group 
Insights tool, we can get an idea of the group’s makeup. As of October 1, 2019, the group 
had 294 members, which is four fewer than most of the previous month. I reviewed data 
for a 60-day period (August 2, 2019, through September 30, 2019), the largest window of 
time the Group Insights tool made available. I felt that this broad look at trends in the 
group’s membership and usage would reveal more than just a week’s overview, which 
could be skewed by other factors (e.g., a holiday or political occurrence). During this 
time, membership slowly climbed from 297 to 299 before plateauing at 298 for close to a 
month. After that, the group lost four members in the span of about a week. In that time 
period of the last 60 days, the moderators approved three membership requests, declined 
0 requests, and blocked 0 people. Overall, there are a total of 13 people blocked from 
joining or viewing the group, only one of which is the result of disciplinary action against 
a group member (the rest are presumably accounts we deemed as spam that kept 
requesting to join the group in its earlier days of being classified as “closed”). Ten 
members are classified as unavailable, which Facebook says means their accounts are 
likely deactivated. 
 During this 60-day period, Facebook counts 266 active members, which it 
describes as members who viewed, posted, commented on, or reacted to content in the 
///sads only/// group. Facebook breaks down the time period by which days of the week 
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and which times of day saw the most action in the group, and lists what it determines to 
be the top posts (calculated by combining the amount of comments, reactions, and 
views). There were 303 posts in the group, which saw a combined total of 1,517 
comments and 4,658 reactions. Reactions were formerly known as likes, but now consist 
of six options for expression: thumbs-up (“Like”), heart (“Love”), laughing face 
(“Haha”), shocked face (“Wow”), crying face (“Sad”), and mad face (“Angry”). The 
engagement chart shows variation day to day in the amount of posts, comments, and 
reactions the group saw. However, these trends seem to coincide. The days with more 
posts saw more comments and reactions; the days with the most comments and reactions 
were the days with the most posts; and the same trend is visible for the low points, too. 
 The Group Insights tool also shows details about the members of the group, 
including a ranking of the top contributors broken down by the amount of posts and 
comments they made. This ranking doesn’t include moderators. For the 28 days prior to 
when I collected my data, the only time period this chart shows (from August 31, 2019, 
to September 30, 2019), the top contributor had 24 posts and 66 comments. The group 
member ranked second had just five posts but 73 comments. The member ranked third 
had one more post (six) but 10 fewer comments (63). From there, the levels of 
engagement declined significantly. Rounding out the top five, the next two highest-
ranked contributors had the same amount of posts at 11 each, but this was paired with 
fewer than 30 comments each, as well. The numbers for the remaining top contributors 
decreased from there. 
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 The Group Insights tool also shows demographic information about the group 
members who have provided those details on their personal Facebook pages (it doesn’t 
list how many of the members this is, because the information each member provides 
varies). The tool does not say how many members are excluded from each category due 
to a lack of information, so it’s uncertain what percentage of the total ///sads only/// group 
is captured in this data. Of the members with available personal info, 93.2% selected 
female for their gender on Facebook, 1% chose male, and 5.8% set a custom gender such 
as non-binary or transgender woman. 41.9% of this group is between 18-24 years of age., 
while 54.1% is in the range of 25-34, 1.4% is in the 35-44 range, 1.7% is in the 45-54 
range, and 1% is in the 65 or older range. None of the members are younger than 18 or 
between the ages of 55 and 64. Facebook requires all members to be at least 13 years old, 
or to at least provide a birthdate claiming such.  
In terms of geography, 288 of the members with demographic information on 
Facebook reside in or are from the United States, two are from the United Kingdom, and 
there is one participant from each of the following countries: Puerto Rico, Israel, 
Switzerland, South Korea, and Colombia. Phoenix, Arizona, is the top city, with 89 
residing there, followed by New York City (21), Los Angeles (20), Tempe (15), Denver 
(14), Portland (9), Pueblo (6), Tucson (6), Boulder (5), and Aurora (5). 
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Survey 
The ///sads only/// survey was developed on Google Forms by Sophia with 
contributions from the other group members. It was first offered in February 2018 and 
remained open to responses indefinitely after that. An updated version of the survey was 
offered in August 2019. The entirely anonymous responses can be viewed by all the 
members of the group as a summary, which tallies up all responses together by question, 
or individually, which lets you scroll through each person’s response. Fifty people 
responded to the second iteration of the survey; this is 17 percent of the group’s current 
total amount of members (294 as of October 1, 2019). No questions on the survey were 
mandatory. Some questions let respondents check multiple responses, while others let 
them fill in their own answers (in addition to or rather than selecting one). All 
respondents replied yes to a question asking if it was okay to use the anonymous results 
of the survey in academic research, zines, and other publications and sources of 
information. Here are the results of some of the other questions, which were grouped into 
three sections: demographic (including subsections for U.S. respondents and international 
respondents), fun, and ///sads only///-specific.  
 The respondents ranged in age from 20 to 51 years old. The highest concentration 
was between ages 24 and 26 — a total of 23 respondents. From there it tapered off 
steeply, with only nine respondents over the age of 27. Nearly all of the respondents (47) 
used she/her/hers for their pronouns, with just three using they/them/theirs and none 
using he/him/his. Surprisingly, the survey didn’t have a question about gender identity. 
Almost every respondent (46) identified as being white, with just four each selecting 
55 
 
American Indian or Alaska Native and Latinx or Hispanic (this category allowed 
respondents to select more than one answer, to reflect the complexity of racial and ethnic 
identities). One said Black or African American, one said Native Hawaiian or other 
Pacific Islander, and one said European. A future survey might include options for 
respondents to also check whether they identify as biracial or multiracial, and allow them 
to elaborate on specific ethnic identities such as tribal affiliation, ancestral heritage, or 
country of origin (though later questions did address which countries or states 
participants currently lived in or had previously lived in).  
There was greater diversity among the responses about sexual identity, which also 
allowed respondents to select more than one answer. Eighteen identified as straight, 16 
identified as bisexual, and 15 identified as queer. Pansexual, polyamorous, and a shrug 
emoji (¯\_(ツ)_/¯) each also got a handful of responses. Other options with just a few 
responses included lesbian, gay, asexual, demisexual, and “still figuring it out.” A future 
survey might benefit from breaking this question up further into questions about sexual 
orientation, romantic orientation, degree of sexual attraction, and relationship structure 
(though there was a question about current relationship status). It might be beneficial if 
respondents could also rank their identity labels in order of preference, or if analyses 
could break down answers to record when respondents picked multiple answers (for 
example, a respondent selecting both bisexual and pansexual). Finally, the other 
demographic questions addressed educational attainment (34 had earned a bachelor’s 
degree or higher), college majors (essentially zero overlap because respondents filled in 
their own responses rather than selecting from categories or pre-written options), and 
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religious identities (nearly equal parts agnostic and Christian/Catholic [which should 
have been broken down into specific denominations] as the most-common responses, 
with sizable portions for atheist and another shrug emoji, as well).  
Another set of questions — what we jokingly referred to as the “fun” questions — 
sought to gauge more-nuanced aspects of the respondents’ identities. These received as 
many responses as the demographic questions, anywhere from 39 to 50 responses each. 
We asked the members of the group about their pets, Hogwarts house, astrological sign, 
and Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. The results of these questions were not split evenly — 
e.g., 15 respondents said their Hogwarts house was Ravenclaw, 14 Hufflepuff, 8 
Slytherin, and 6 Gryffindor, though there was also an option for “unknown/didn’t care.” 
However, the numbers were close enough to not be incredibly anomalous, although a 
whopping eight respondents said their astrological sign was Taurus, which is twice as 
many as should occur statistically, and there was only a single Sagittarius. The Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator results were also weighted heavily toward one response, INFJ, but 
that makes sense when you consider that qualities such as introversion (versus 
extraversion) or feeling (versus thinking) are more-common attributes of people who 
already self-identify as sad. In fact, the four most-common responses to that question 
(besides “Unknown/Don’t care”) all included feeling as part of their Type Indicator. 
Other questions in this section included current jobs, dream jobs, and artistic pursuits. 
 The remaining questions focused primarily on topics related to the respondents’ 
usage of the ///sads only/// group. Approximately half of the respondents said they had 
been members of the group for at least two years (they were also asked who had added 
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them to the group and if they’d made friends through it), and just under half had been 
members for close to a year or longer, but less than two years. Forty-three of the 
respondents replied affirmatively when asked if they felt accepted in the group, and only 
three responded fully negatively. The respondents were able to elaborate on that question 
with specific reasons explaining their answers. Some noted that the group’s members 
made them feel supported, understood, and not alone. They felt encouraged by the 
group’s embrace of sadness and other emotions. Others felt more distant because they 
didn’t frequently post or comment in the group, or because their posts received few 
responses. Still others worried about the privacy of the information shared in the group or 
worried that an online community wasn’t the right fit for them. It’s heartening to read 
responses that reiterate our exact purpose for creating the group and capture the spirit of 
sad girl theory, but disappointing (though expected) to read that some members still feel 
left out of the group or even unsafe in sharing information about their lives for various 
reasons. These responses are helpful for continuing to better the group, but some 
elements are impossible to completely mitigate. It is also possible that adjusting the group 
to be more welcoming to one member might in turn alienate another member. 
 The respondents could address these issues further in questions about what 
purpose the group serves for them, what they post about, and what they seek from the 
group. The responses about the purpose of the group mirrored the themes expressed in 
the answers about why respondents felt accepted in the group, including support, 
validation, advice, love, understanding, lack of judgment, community, encouragement, 
empowerment, sympathy, and empathy. The most-common subjects that respondents 
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posted about were (respondents could select multiple subjects): relationships (30), mental 
health (29), advice-seeking (22), work (20), and generalized stress (20). Other frequent 
topics included school, finances, physical health, memes, and joy/encouragement. 
Respondents said they were most looking for support (42) and to support others (41) via 
the group (respondents could again select multiple answers). Almost as many said they 
came to the group to vent (35), to seek advice (30), and to give advice (25). This 
illustrated a powerful, equitable give-and-take between group members coming to the 
group for help and also wanting to offer their own help, where appropriate. That balance 
supports the overall sense of community that some of the respondents highlighted in their 
responses to the survey. 
Respondents also categorized their participation into various roles (this was 
another question that allowed for multiple responses): lurker (23), ‘like’-er (38), 
commenter (26), and poster (18), along with one respondent each for admin, “rare 
lurker/former poster,” and “oh god I do it all.” I was surprised to find that respondents 
who post made up the smallest segment of the main responses, though it made sense that 
those who liked others’ posts made up the largest portion. In the context of Facebook, 
liking is the lowest level of effort required to demonstrate engagement. It allows people, 
in this context, to offer support or sympathy or at least acknowledge having read a 
person’s post without actually taking the time and mental/emotional energy to comment 
(though most who comment do first like the post). This question could be further broken 
down to have respondents rank their most-common participation styles or elaborate on if 
they simply “like” posts or if they offer other “reactions” (with Facebook’s options now 
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including “love,” “haha,” “wow,” “sad,” and “angry”). Though much of the group’s 
content is sad in some manner, it seems that reaction is used infrequently, which could be 
in part due to the group’s ethos of honoring and embracing sadness. Other reactions have 
a complicated positioning. For example, a “love” reaction often indicates extreme 
appreciation for the content of a post or a comment, while at other times, the reactor is 
simply using it to offer love and support to the poster without actually expressing love for 
the content of the post itself. 
Forty-six of the respondents answered affirmatively to the question about whether 
they struggle with their mental health. Zero respondents said no to the question, and the 
remaining four answered with the shrug emoji. When they selected which conditions they 
had experienced (respondents could select more than one answer), nearly everyone (44) 
included anxiety. Depression had the second-most amount of respondents, with 37. A 
handful said they had experienced PTSD (16), eating disorders (13), OCD (12), and 
ADD/ADHD (11). The remaining conditions had anywhere from one to eight 
respondents that selected them: panic disorder, alcoholism/drug abuse, bipolar disorder, 
autism spectrum disorder, borderline personality disorder, and trichotillomania. A few 
other respondents also wrote in custom answers elaborating on their diagnoses or 
speculating about which conditions they might have, based on the symptoms they’d 
experienced. 
 Finally, the survey concluded by asking for suggestions and questions regarding 
the group. Only 17 people offered responses to this question. Most just said they had no 
suggestions or offered more appreciation for the group’s existence. One suggestion that 
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was made by several people encouraged more in-person meet-ups for members of the 
group (an idea we had supported in the early days of the group but moved away from as 
we realized it could be alienating to group members who didn’t live close to other 
members). Another suggestion was to have a pinned post in the group of mental health 
hotlines and other crisis resources — we do have this, but it might be harder to view at 
the moment because of a couple other posts of group announcements that are pinned 
along with it at the top of the group. Finally, one respondent praised the other group 
members for including trigger warnings on their posts and nesting the actual content of 
their posts low enough so that it is not immediately visible in other members’ news feeds, 
to help people better avoid triggering content if they want or need to do so. 
Most of this data collection has been for fun and personal edification, rather than 
actually impacting our management of the group (beyond the survey questions about why 
and how people utilize the group, whether they feel welcome in it, and whether they have 
additional suggestions). However, it’s useful to have a general idea of who the group 
comprises and how we are all similar to and different from each other. It is important to 
note that both of these ways of quantifying and qualifying the group’s membership have 
limitations. The data in the Group Insights tool is calculated by Facebook with little 
explanatory insight provided to us, the moderators. Moreover, the tool only collects data 
for a certain period of time, and the figures change depending on when you view them. 
The ///sads only/// survey responses represent a large chunk of the group’s 
population, about one-sixth, but the respondents opted in to the survey and were not 
chosen randomly. Thus, their responses can be taken as generally representative of the 
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group as a whole, but not enough to base any sweeping claims off of. It would be more 
accurate to say that conclusions drawn from that data represent the most-active segment 
of the group’s members, rather than the entire group. Both measurements simply capture 
a snapshot of the group, not the whole picture. One method for collecting potentially 
more-representative data would be to require all new members to respond to a short 
demographic survey before approving their requests to join. This data couldn’t be 
extrapolated to represent the entire group, but it would cover a specific subset of the 
group’s members with clearly defined boundaries, while still providing a cross-section of 
people from a variety of geographical locations, age groups, and other life backgrounds. 
 
Group Description and Rules 
 The first thing new members see when they are approved to join the group is a 
description and a set of rules. We remind all new members to read through these before 
posting or reading any of the group’s content, and any updates to the rules are announced 
to the entire group. When members are on the group’s page, the description is visible in 
the right margin at all times, and both the description and the rules are easily accessible 
on the “About” tab. We urge members to refer back to them if they have questions about 
which types of posts are allowed or how to bring an issue to the attention of the 
moderators. Members are expected to abide by the rules for the safety of the entire group, 
and violations are subject to warnings, suspensions, or removal. 
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Group Description 
 The group description addresses themes and values we consider to be important to 
the purpose of the group. It helps prepare new members for what type of content and 
interactions to expect. It begins by saying that the group is “dedicated to the founding 
values of respect, love, compassion, and support for one another and for ourselves.” It 
then breaks down the ways we honor those values. For example, a couple years ago we 
updated the description to be more clear about the fact that while the group includes what 
can be considered “adult” content, it is open to people of any age. We felt that age was a 
largely arbitrary metric for inclusion, and we knew that people of any age could benefit 
from a space to safely process their emotions. We also didn’t want to exclude people who 
didn’t identify as women, but felt that a group centered around women’s experiences was 
still relevant to their lives. Thus, the description clearly states that the group is open to 
people who are trans men, nonbinary, genderqueer, agender, and other similar identities 
in addition to trans women and cis women (just not cis men).  
 The description also informs members that they are welcome to post about any 
topic in the group, even if it seems bigger or smaller than what other members are dealing 
with. Everyone’s struggles and experiences are valid. However, members should take 
care to avoid belittling themselves or other people in their posts and to remember that 
every member has the same right to be in the group as they do, even if they share a murky 
past. Above everything, we emphasize that the content in the group is to remain private 
and confidential to the group. Nothing is to be shared or discussed externally in any form 
without the permission of the original poster. Finally, members are urged to talk to one of 
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the moderators if they have any questions, concerns, or suggestions. They are also 
provided with a link to a Google Form where they can offer anonymous feedback. This 
was implemented after it was suggested by several members, and it has been utilized 
several times so far.  
Group Rules 
 The group’s eight rules are meant to elaborate on the group description and 
provide specific guidelines for how group members should behave in order to sustain the 
group for all of the members. Rules are a common feature of discussion-based Facebook 
groups, so people are accustomed to reading them upon joining a group and abiding by 
them. Agreeing upon these rules allows the group’s members to feel safe posting in the 
group and encourages them to actively work to build up the digital community they are a 
part of. Although we’ve had conflicts with members in which we had to inform them they 
had violated one of the group’s rules, we have never had anyone question the premise of 
a rule or argue that it was unfair. The group’s rules are as follows:  
1. Inclusivity: ///sads only/// is open to anyone who lives or has lived in the world 
as a woman, girl, female, femme, lady, gal, or any other similar identity. We are 
absolutely inclusive of genderqueer, agender, nonbinary, and trans folk and want 
to make this as welcoming of a space as possible. 
2. All Crying Is Welcome: There is no cry too big and no cry too small. Every 
topic is welcome, and every emotional experience is valid. Please don’t feel afraid 
to share. 
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3. Building Up > Tearing Down: Seek to build up rather than tear down. 
Sometimes we have to talk about specific people who have hurt us, and this is 
OK. But strive to consider empathy whenever possible. Recognize everyone’s 
humanity, and do not minimize others or yourself. 
4. Check Your Baggage: Check your baggage at the (digital) door. It’s likely you 
know several other members of this group. Maybe you once worked together, or 
share an ex, or had a friendship that has faded. It’s important to respect 
everyone’s right to this space and extend them the love and support they deserve 
here. 
5. What Happens In Vegas…: What happens in ///sads only/// stays in ///sads 
only///. We share our experiences here with the expectation of privacy. Please 
don’t reference content from the group in other public spaces without the 
permission of the original poster. Sharing memes is fine; copying & pasting a 
journal entry isn't. 
6. Adult Content Within: This group is open to sad pals of all ages. Discussions 
may focus on so-called "adult" content, including topics like sex, mental health, 
and family relationship dynamics. People of all ages deserve to have a space 
where they can discuss these challenging topics, ask questions and find support. 
7. Use Trigger Warnings: Members can and should attach trigger warnings to 
posts that detail severe trauma. If another member or a Sadmin asks you to add a 
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trigger warning to your post, please do so; all of us have different stories and 
different triggers. 
8. When In Doubt, Message a Sadmin: Please bring any questions, concerns, 
disputes, problems, or conflicts directly to the sadmins (Molly Bilker, Kimberly 
Koerth, Hattie Hayes, Allie Long, Alex Scoville, Sophia Nation) so that we can 
find a solution to the situation. We’re here to help you! 
No member has ever said that they didn’t understand a group rule, but some 
members seem to deliberately ignore them when it’s convenient for them. For example, 
members have gotten upset when asked to add trigger warnings to their posts. Some have 
chosen to delete their post entirely rather than simply editing it to include a warning at the 
top. This is frustrating for us moderators because we don’t know any other solution to the 
problem. The rules are clear, but unless that behavior is frequent and negligent, it’s not 
grounds for removing someone from the group. In other situations, members have 
decided that the presence of a rule isn’t enough to make them feel comfortable. Despite 
the rule saying that all emotional reflections are valid regardless of their significance, 
members on several occasions have made comments about how their own feelings were 
seemingly invalid or, on the other hand, “too much.” Again, we haven’t been able to find 
a solution to this besides demonstrating a range of emotional reflections on our own and 
reassuring members that whatever they have to say is valid. We will continue to use tools 
like the anonymous reporting form and the group surveys to take stock of people’s 
opinions about the group and work to modify it accordingly. There is always room for 
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improvement, and members with differing life experiences will each have differing 
suggestions for what can be done to ensure that the group lives up to its values.  
 
Conflicts 
Beyond shaping the trajectory of the ///sads only/// Facebook group and providing 
a backbone of support when members need it, we moderators are responsible for 
enforcing the rules of the group and intervening when conflicts arise, an inevitability in 
all online spaces, especially one in which emotions are encouraged and potentially 
upsetting topics are common. We started the group with a minimal description and 
guidance for members’ behavior, and added to that section of the group as the need 
became apparent. Over the years, we realized we needed to particularly emphasize that 
problems of any size were valid and worthy of posting about in the group, and that there 
was no right or wrong way to be a sad pal — it wasn’t limited by gender or musical taste 
or any other identifiers. Today, the group has a lengthy description clarifying the purpose 
of the group and who is welcome to join, as well as a few basic keys to proper behavior. 
There is also a list of eight group rules that further expand on the information in the 
description. When we add or approve a new member, we urge them to read through both 
of these sections first, and that information is always accessible in the “About” section of 
the group or in the right sidebar when they are viewing the main “Discussion” page for 
the group.  
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The group description section contains our policy for handling conflict — 
essentially, that anyone with an issue should talk to an individual moderator so that we 
can devise an appropriate response from there. Members are also encouraged to utilize an 
anonymous reporting form through Google Forms that we set up after hearing of 
members with complaints bottling up their opinions or venting to other people rather than 
seeking an actionable solution to the issue. The post in the group introducing the 
anonymous reporting form is also pinned as an announcement so that it shows up as the 
first post on the “Discussion” page any time anyone visits it. The form has been useful 
for bringing to our attention situations we were not aware of, and also confirming 
reactions that we suspected people might have. It doesn’t see significant or frequent use, 
but that’s a good sign. The form also has its drawbacks — it’s difficult to vet the 
complaints, and their anonymity means we can’t work with the person having an issue to 
determine a solution the way we would if they had come to us directly. But it’s important 
to us to have this communication channel open, and we’d rather receive anonymous 
feedback from members than none at all. 
When acting in our disciplinary or decision-making capacities, we try to let the 
principles and values that underpin the group guide our actions in order to prioritize what 
is safest and most beneficial for the group as a whole while still respecting each member 
individually. We all agree that it is important to identify and monitor our personal biases 
so they do not influence our responses to potential conflicts. In most situations, we wait 
for majority or unanimous agreement on a plan of action before proceeding, depending 
on urgency and significance. We don’t currently have a set procedure for resolving a 
68 
 
conflict because each situation is unique, but there are some guidelines we tend to follow. 
We do our best to hear all sides of a situation before acting and focus on solutions that 
respect the people affected by minimizing further harm and disruption. Where possible, 
we prefer to let group members work out disagreements between themselves or 
demonstrate to us their commitment to the group’s values, rather than us implementing 
punishments.  
One way we do this is facilitating a conversation by starting a group Facebook 
message that includes the relevant parties and one or two moderators, who monitor the 
dialogue and mediate as needed but otherwise take a backseat role. We also use Facebook 
messages that include a single group member and one or two moderators to address other 
troubling situations, such as when we need to issue a reminder of a group norm or offer 
additional support outside the confines of the group itself. Sometimes these conversations 
go smoothly, with everyone involved on the same page right away, but other times, group 
members are resistant to our attempts to help, or they react with hostility to a gentle 
reminder of the group norms. Several times, group members have simply deleted their 
posts or comments rather than implementing the small changes we suggested, such as 
when we messaged them privately to request they add trigger warnings to their posts or 
soften inadvertently callous language in a comment. This is the opposite of what we want 
to occur in those situations. We want the members to know that they’re free to share their 
pain or express their opinions, but we also have to balance that with the need to minimize 
harm to the other members.  
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Unfortunately, when group members react in frustration and delete a post rather 
than editing it, there is little we can do because they are in too self-destructive of a 
mindset to be receptive to what we’re saying. In other situations, it might not be 
necessary to ask someone to reword their comment, or too much time may have elapsed 
since the comment was posted. Instead, one of us moderators can comment on the post to 
steer the conversation in the right direction, clarify a comment that could be 
misconstrued, or provide some interpretive framework. It is always beneficial to remind 
group members to consider each other’s inherent humanity and to try to treat everyone, 
even those who have hurt them, with some amount of kindness and respect. We try to 
focus on considering the perspectives people are coming from and the reasons they may 
have for saying or acting the way they do, when this level of analysis and reflection is 
appropriate. 
Most of the smaller-scale conflicts we have had to address centered on issues of 
inclusion and exclusion, as well as preserving the group’s status as a safe space. We 
sometimes have to message group members privately to request that they add trigger 
warnings or content warnings to their posts. We also urge people to anonymize 
screenshots of external messages they post in the group and carefully consider their intent 
in posting something like that. We want the group to be a space that people feel 
comfortable venting in or seeking validation for their reactions, but we don’t want that to 
come at the expense of another person, even if they aren’t a member. Thus, we try to 
encourage members to focus on criticizing behaviors, rather than individuals. Ultimately, 
the group is designed to be a space for people to process their emotions in, but if they are 
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experiencing conflict with a specific person in their life, it is to their benefit to address 
that situation directly with the person involved. 
Group members typically get at least one warning for violating the rules of the 
group before we remove them from the group, and removal is only utilized in the most 
severe situations, such as egregious bullying or doing something that compromises the 
(physical, mental, virtual, social, or emotional) safety of another group member. Even if a 
member is removed from the group, we try to offer them services and support so that they 
are not suddenly without that safety net and community. Although tempers flare a lot and 
people tend to clash often over small issues like wording or frequency of posts, for the 
most part conflicts are rare, and the posted group rules do a lot to ensure that people 
approach their interactions within the group with the right energy and intentions.  
The biggest conflicts that arise come from members sharing information from 
within the group with the outside world, or sharing information from the outside world in 
the group in some manner. The former is a clear violation of the group’s rules regarding 
privacy and confidentiality. People post in the ///sads only/// group with the assumption 
that only the 300 or so members of the group can see their post and no one else, stranger 
or otherwise. This is critical for allowing people to speak their minds, to post freely about 
their lives, and to seek the support they need. Disseminating information that was 
originally relayed in confidence jeopardizes the original poster’s safety and betrays their 
trust, no matter how insignificant the content may have seemed. Yet we have encountered 
a few instances of this occurring.  
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Scenario #1 
The first time we heard of such behavior, the person had already removed 
themselves from the group, which was enough of a solution to the problem. We had no 
way to determine how much information that person had shared with others, and no way 
to rectify that sharing. The second time, it was brought to Allie’s attention that one group 
member had shown a man (who was not a group member) a partially clothed picture of 
another member who had posted it in the group as part of a selfie or body positivity 
thread. That man then approached the picture’s original poster about the image, obviously 
adding to her discomfort and making the privacy violation known. We moderators spent a 
lot of time discussing how to respond to this issue and, notably setting precedent for 
future conflict resolution, spoke to the group member who was a victim in the situation to 
see what she wanted done about what had happened, whether she needed additional 
support, and what we could do to make her feel safe in the group (and hopefully make the 
group actually safe). We decided to remove the offending person from the group, but first 
had a conversation with her regarding the situation. With the victim’s blessing, we 
offered the offending person a second chance to remain in the group if she so desired, 
letting her know that her membership would be conditional to her not repeating her 
actions or violating any other group norms. However, she decided to just leave the group 
altogether, offering a partial apology to the victim. A year or two later, she asked to re-
join the group when she was in need of additional support in life. The victim said she was 
okay with the other person re-joining the group, so we approved her request, and we 
haven’t been made aware of any conflicts since then. 
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Scenario #2 
Another similar scenario was brought to our attention via the anonymous 
reporting form. An entry on the form in September 2018 accused a specific member of 
the group by name of sharing information outside the group. The accused person had 
never posted or commented in the group herself, and for a combination of reasons the 
complaint fell by the wayside without us doing anything to address or resolve it. But in 
December 2018, we received another entry about the same person, alleging that she sent 
screenshots of group posts to other people, read posts aloud, and made fun of people’s 
posts. We decided immediately that removing her from the group was the only solution, 
so we did so and then sent her a message explaining why (removing her first prevented 
her from retaliating in any way, such as by screenshotting more posts to disseminate). We 
also posted in the group to say that we had removed an unnamed person for violating the 
group norms based on a complaint we received, and re-emphasized the existence of the 
anonymous reporting form.  
After that, the person we removed continued a dialogue with us in which she 
admitted to sharing posts with people who she thought were also in the group and 
accepted our decision to remove her, but also said she wanted to defend herself and felt 
concerned because she’d had conflict of her own involving a group member in the past 
(the implication being that said person was the one who complained about her 
anonymously or that they had even made up the complaint in retaliation). We stood 
behind our decision and concluded the discussion with the offending member on good 
terms. We did urge her to tell us the name of the person she had conflict with or to use 
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the anonymous reporting form herself if she felt that they had also violated the group’s 
norms or posed some other danger to the group, but she declined to do so. 
There has also been drama when specific conflicts from outside the group are 
brought into the group, especially when other members of the group are familiar with the 
scenario and “dogpile” in the comments. Situations like this are tricky for us moderators 
to navigate because we want group members to feel comfortable venting about upsetting 
situations in their lives, but at the same time, we don’t want this to snowball into purely 
attacking a specific person for their words or actions. One of the main policies we 
enacted requires people to anonymize screenshots of content like text messages that they 
post (by cropping out or scribbling over identifying information), and to use nicknames, 
initials, or only first names when talking about specific people in their own words. This 
preserves the anonymity of those involved and prevents other group members from 
potentially harassing the subject of the post or informing them that someone is sharing 
information about them.  
Exceptions to the Rules 
We have allowed one exception to the rule of not identifying people by name in 
posts: when group members are posting about a specific person’s abusive or predatory 
behavior. In these situations, we decided that the value of bolstering group members’ 
safety outweighs our commitment to fairness and anonymity. However, we do ask that 
group members inform us moderators before making a post deliberately naming 
someone, just so that we can vet each scenario and make sure the other group values are 
still being adhered to. This also allows us to provide additional resources as needed, such 
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as the phone number for the rape crisis line. In these situations, we try as always to focus 
more on the group member’s perspective — what happened to them, how they feel, what 
they need in order to heal — and less on the offender. Obviously, all fault lies with the 
offender and we are not making excuses for their behavior, but we try to discourage 
incessantly disparaging remarks and especially harassment outside the group. We believe 
victims, but these accusations are still one-sided. Moreover, victims can be further 
endangered if their abusers learn that others know of their behavior. It is crucial to 
maintain confidentiality in order to reduce these risks and ensure the safety of victims, 
which also allows future victims to feel more comfortable coming forward with their own 
accounts. 
The most significant example of naming an abuser occurred when a member of 
the group went public with her accusations of sexual harassment, emotional abuse, and 
coercion against a prominent local business owner and arts organizer. She didn’t 
originally share her post in the group, but another member (also a business owner and arts 
organizer) posted in the group about the situation in general. Some group members with 
similar experiences at the hands of the same man commented or made their own posts 
sharing their stories. The group member who started that thread offered the names of 
other businesses to support instead of the abuser’s, but this turn away from the 
perspective of the victim upset the original person who had gone public with her 
accusations (she also received a lot of negative attention for her allegations on her 
personal Facebook page). She lashed out at one of us moderators in a private chat and left 
the group. We did our best to acknowledge the pain and trauma she was experiencing, 
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offer our support within and outside the group, and ask her to suggest ways we could 
respond better in the future (when she had the emotional energy to do so). That 
interaction never reached a point of closure, but it led us to decide that we were fine with 
members identifying abusers, attackers, or predators by name if their intent was to keep 
other people safe (and especially if the accused was a public figure).  
At some point after that, a group member messaged one of us moderators to ask 
for permission before naming someone she had an uncomfortable encounter with. 
Specifically, she wanted to include the person’s username on a kink website in addition 
to their real name, because that was what they went by and how she had met them. We 
approved her request and that was when we decided to fold that extra step into our policy, 
so that other members in the future would touch base with us first before revealing a 
name. We emphasized balancing the need to reveal key identifying information with still 
protecting people’s privacy (i.e., this should be a whisper network, but we shouldn’t dox 
anyone). Prior to that, people would sometimes refer to their abusers in posts without 
using their name, but offer to private-message people the name if they wanted to know. 
This strategy also works well, especially in situations where the person inquiring about 
the name just wants to make sure they’re not acquaintances or Facebook friends with the 
attacker (i.e., there’s less fear that they themselves could be a victim). Even when group 
members reveal a person’s name in their post, they can still encourage people who are 
concerned to message for more information.  
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Resource Sharing and Solidarity 
There have been a few situations in which a group member reached out to the 
moderators privately to request specific confidential resources for themselves or a friend. 
We have worked to help group members find therapists, psychiatrists, gynecologists, 
general medicine doctors, and Planned Parenthood clinics, as well as specifically 
identifying providers who accept patients without insurance, providers who accept 
various types of insurance, providers who offer a sliding-scale cost system, and providers 
who are LGBTQ-positive or LGBTQ-affirming. We have offered resources for leaving 
abusive relationships and gathered information about local women’s shelters. We have 
gathered information about in-real-life support groups dedicated to various topics, such as 
addiction or grief. We have gone with group members to court hearings to obtain orders 
of protection (i.e., restraining orders) against abusers, stalkers, and other predators. We 
have helped people get their pets spayed or neutered, and even offered resources for 
potentially re-homing pets when their owners’ circumstances shifted suddenly.  
Group members periodically use the group to ask for monetary donations or other 
assistance (e.g., food delivery or a ride to work) as needed, which is aid we are happy to 
facilitate and provide, but also a situation that can lead to some conflicts. Much like we 
prefer that group members request the moderators’ permission before identifying 
someone by name in a post, we also prefer that they notify us before posting a request for 
financial assistance. This allows us to provide them with other resources they might 
benefit from, such as helping them apply for unemployment benefits, food stamps, or 
housing assistance or directing them to locations where they can receive free or low-cost 
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health care and groceries or meals. If the person in need prefers it, we can keep their 
request for donations anonymous. In that scenario, one of us moderators will post in the 
group on their behalf and have the funds sent to us, and then we will disburse the money 
to the actual requester. However, it is not a problem for a person to directly ask for 
money in the group and collect it for themselves, if they feel comfortable doing so. Some 
members of the group have expressed frustration through the anonymous reporting form 
about the same people repeatedly asking for money. However, we agreed that it is not our 
place to refuse someone’s request for financial assistance, and it is up to the individual 
members of the group to decide whether they can afford to donate or want to. If a specific 
member of the group has asked for financial assistance more than once, we try to provide 
them with additional resources to reduce their financial need in the long term, but that is 
dependent on them being willing to seek out that help (and dependent on the various 
social services systems actually accepting their applications — we recognize that there 
are often other barriers to achieving financial stability).  
It is frustrating for us as moderators to see the same person face financial 
struggles and other life stresses every month and yet refuse all our attempts to offer 
additional support in the form of job leads, access to affordable therapy, and information 
on social services programs. We can’t force someone to seek the help they need — they 
have to want it. We have spent a lot of time strategizing how to best support a few 
specific members dealing with exceptionally difficult life circumstances, and we have 
found it difficult to determine a course of action we all agree on that also balances the 
needs of the individual with the needs of the group. For example, one person who posts 
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daily about stressful circumstances in their life, often with multiple comments appended 
in a panicky or spiraling tone, may be triggering or even alienating other members of the 
group who have dealt with similar difficulties or who find themselves caught up in the 
same negative thought patterns. This situation has contributed to at least two people 
deciding to leave the group, which we obviously want to prevent. But at the same time, it 
does that original group member in crisis a disservice to cut off what may be their one 
support system and outlet for all the stress and negative emotions in their life. In these 
situations, we do our best to focus on enforcing the group’s norms — if the previously 
mentioned posts don’t have trigger warnings, for example, we’ll remind the group 
member to add them, but we won’t police the frequency of posting. Although some 
members might be annoyed about others using the ///sads only/// group as a diary or 
therapist, it is not our place to restrict that behavior.  
Preventing Self-harm 
The most difficult situation to appropriately and adequately intervene in is when a 
group member posts about wanting to self-harm or take their own life, or indicates that 
they have already relapsed and self-harmed. Oftentimes, group members are resistant to 
our efforts to encourage them to seek psychiatric help. We try to respect their wishes and 
acknowledge potential past trauma at the hands of the medical system while doing what 
we can to destigmatize mental-health care and highlight the ways that therapy, 
medication, and outpatient or inpatient treatment have benefitted us. We never want to 
alienate someone by responding with too much concern, especially because they often 
feel embarrassed or ashamed about relapsing. But we also want to err on the side of 
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caution because it’s obviously better to reach out than do nothing. Luckily, most of the 
group members have real-life friends in the group, so in situations where we are 
concerned about someone, we have ways to get in contact with them or to casually assess 
their mental state before escalating the situation.  
Moderation Tools 
Over the years, Facebook has developed some tools that help group moderators 
better serve their communities. There is a section of the ///sads only/// group only 
accessible to us moderators that allows us to review requests to join the group, schedule 
posts, and edit the group’s rules. In this area, we can also review content that was flagged 
by Facebook as being potentially inappropriate or offensive, or content that was reported 
by a member of the group. We are able to decide whether to allow or delete the content, 
as well as if we want to mute, remove, or block the poster (actions of varying severity 
that essentially restrict their ability to post further or be a member of the group at all). So 
far, few if any posts have been reported in either of these sections that we noticed. 
However, several members of the group have noticed their comments saying things such 
as “men are trash” being removed from the group for “violating community standards.” It 
is unclear to us whether that is the result of Facebook’s content-policing, or if a 
member(s) of the group itself is reporting those types of phrases. We know that posts on 
personal accounts containing those phrases are routinely deleted or can lead to the poster 
being suspended from Facebook, as well.  
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CONCLUSION 
We moderators periodically discuss our vision for the group and offer suggestions 
for how to improve upon what has already been built. At the forefront of those 
discussions is how to make the group more diverse and more inclusive. Most of the 
group’s members are white, cis women, and this demographic makeup can be alienating 
to potential new members who have other identities. The group also heavily comprises 
people from Arizona, where its founders lived at the time of the group’s inception (and 
where two of us moderators still live). Related to these issues is the fact that all new 
members are added by friends who are already in the group, which contributes to the 
selection bias: Members’ friends are likely to be similar to them in these ways, furthering 
the lack of diversity in the group. Right now, the only solution to this that we can see is 
broadening our own perspective when considering who might benefit from the group, as 
well as doing what we can to solicit feedback and work to make the environment more 
welcoming. One example of this in action is commenting on posts in the group to provide 
counterpoints that address other views, creating space for members to share their own 
diverse experiences without trying to speak for them or over them. 
We have also considered who could be left out from the group due to its location 
on Facebook. Obviously the group is only accessible to people with a computer, internet, 
and a Facebook account, and its format could also be alienating to people with certain 
physical or cognitive disabilities (e.g., images in the group rarely are posted with alt-text 
or image descriptions). But at no point did we discuss the possibility of locating the 
///sads only/// group on a different platform or using other messaging services or social 
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media sites for communication. Some of the moderators use Facebook far less frequently 
these days than they used to, while others still post daily on their personal pages and are 
often available online to chat. It would be incredibly difficult to migrate the ///sads only/// 
community to another platform if the need arose, such as through a change in Facebook’s 
privacy settings or simply the existence of a site with better features. No matter what we 
would do to mitigate the stress of the transition, it would still disrupt the community we 
have built and thus the support those people have begun to rely on. There could also be 
issues of access. Not everyone has a Facebook account, and some of the group’s 
members have even deactivated their accounts or chosen to take a break from the site, for 
various reasons. But far more people have a Facebook account than most other social 
media sites, at least when it comes to the people we moderators know (a population that 
is admittedly lacking in racial and age diversity). We would certainly take time to 
consider other locations for the group if a viable alternative or a pressing objection to 
Facebook arose, but existing on Facebook seems like part of the group’s character at this 
point. It allows the affirming content from the group to infiltrate group members’ news 
feeds, breaking up the typical flow of banal life updates, depressing current events, and 
facaded digital identities. 
Two changes to the group are currently in progress. The first is selecting and 
training certain members of the group to serve as moderators for set periods of time, to 
allow the current moderators to focus on bigger-picture issues, to plan events, and to 
intervene when conflicts arise, rather than working to react to or comment on every post. 
This new system will encourage increased group participation and foster the development 
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of friendship and support networks between members. Trained moderators could also 
facilitate regular discussion threads in the group, such as cry reflections or selfie threads. 
Temporary moderators could report back to the current set of moderators at any time 
(likely renamed administrators at that point to avoid confusion) if they encountered an 
issue they were unequipped to handle or had suggestions for the management of the 
group. These moderators would serve for a limited period of time to prevent them from 
becoming exhausted by the emotional, intense content of the group and allow for the 
inclusion of a variety of perspectives. Outgoing moderators could train incoming 
moderators, and eventually some might request to join the administrators or stay on in 
other advisory roles. In the grand scheme of things, this expanded structure would allow 
the administrators to concentrate on increasing the group’s reach and developing a 
network of connections in the various geographical communities we occupy, as well as 
other, similar virtual spaces. 
The second change is developing a ///sads only/// nonprofit. This would allow us 
to solicit and accept tax-deductible donations to a community fund, which we could use 
to help group members with rent, groceries, health care, legal costs, and other emergency 
expenses. It would also make us eligible for certain types of grants, which could help 
fund the publication of our zine or enable us to host other events in partnership with local 
businesses and organizations. Future funding could be used to provide members with 
access to online resources such as journalism publications, library accounts, or massive 
open online courses. We could create emergency kits to be located with specific group 
members in major metropolitan areas. These kits could include menstrual products, 
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emergency contraception, overdose reversal drugs, and other health and hygiene-related 
resources that could be provided to people in crisis as needed.  
We could also develop an online request form for access to the emergency fund, 
to depersonalize and streamline the process of asking for funds. Ideally, we would have 
enough saved up to be able to honor all requests up to a certain value amount, and 
members could pay it forward, so to speak, when they had extra funds on hand. This 
would replace our current model of group members in need posting directly in the group 
asking for donations or requesting privately that a moderator solicit donations on their 
behalf. Although this system has been moderately successful so far, it can be 
embarrassing or stigmatizing for the member in need to have to ask for help or justify the 
nature of their need, and it can be frustrating if not a lot of other members see their 
request or have the ability to contribute at that time. A dedicated emergency fund with a 
specific workflow would make it easier to assist members and receive assistance from 
members who don’t have bank accounts or don’t have access to popular money transfer 
applications such as Paypal, Venmo, Zelle, or Cash App.  
Once the 501(c)(3) paperwork is filed and approved, we will need to create an 
advisory board that could better help the moderators address the specific needs of the 
group’s members, whether those are financial, medical, legal, judicial, educational, 
social, or otherwise. This board could include paralegals, victims’ advocates, social 
workers, community leaders, health professionals, and others with access to information 
or resources. We can also start to establish relationships with professionals in various 
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fields to obtain critical services for group members at discounted costs, or costs that the 
emergency fund could one day subsidize. 
In the meantime, I plan to share this research back with the moderators and other 
group members. Anyone who requests a copy of the thesis will be able to read it, and I 
will post a few bullet points of general findings in the group. My main focus will be 
implementing some of the next steps discussed in this section and working to keep the 
group connected to its founding purposes of providing a space for femme sadness and 
recognizing those emotional expressions as violent, deliberate activist work. I hope that 
my work inspires future studies on other digital communities and perhaps opens the door 
to further study of this specific community, particularly a more in-depth look at the 
content and themes of posts in the group and the ways members interact with each other 
by reacting to and commenting on posts. These behaviors could be traced beyond the 
confines of the group into budding digital friendships and even real-life meetups. I was 
uniquely positioned as a founder, moderator, and member of the group to offer analysis 
and commentary on its connections to feminist affect theory, but the other members are 
also capable of producing their own knowledge about the usefulness of the group and its 
position within their own lives. I encourage them to share their own reflections in 
conversation with my own here, especially when their views diverge from my 
observations and conclusions. A broader perspective on sad girl theory will benefit the 
group as a whole and allow it to develop and flourish as its membership expands. 
Throughout this project, I have worked to highlight the connections between 
affect theory and sad girl theory as well as the connections between those theoretical 
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perspectives and the applied work of the ///sads only/// group. It is clear that the group 
builds on a rich historical tradition of feminist consciousness-raising groups and 
additional efforts to provide women and other gender minorities with a space in which to 
share aspects of their lives. Through these interactions, people witness the ways that 
seemingly unique, personal experiences actually manifest gender-based tensions that 
shape their entire landscape. One woman’s struggle is frequently that of dozens, 
hundreds, or even thousands more. The group seeks to push these conversations into the 
21st century by 1) offering a digital location for those interactions and 2) going broader 
than the category of women to explicitly include trans women, trans men, nonbinary 
people, and people of other gender identities. The existence of the group and my analysis 
of it stakes a claim to the importance of women’s emotions as a valid and deliberate 
resistance tactic, especially under the confines of cisheteropatriarchal power. More than 
just feelings that exist solely in their brains, the group members’ emotions constitute 
affects with bodily expressions and consequences, too. My work establishes the 
significance of these expressions as well as the digital support community in which they 
are voiced. This research will be used to strengthen the group’s platform, broaden its 
membership, and reiterate the importance of its values of confidentiality, inclusion, 
support, and empathy.  
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